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INTRODUCTION 


With two exceptions, the studies of Descartes and Car- 
tesian problems that are assembled here were written in Eng- 
lish or by British or American philosophers. All of them were 
written after 1925, most of them fairly recently, and some 
have not been published before. The two exceptions are 
Emile Bréhier’s “La Création des vérités éternelles dans le 
systéme de Descartes” and P. H. J. Hoenen’s account of Des- 
cartes’s Mechanicism in his Cosmologia. Both, which appear 
here in translation, contain interpretations that, to the best of 
my knowledge, are not represented in the rapidly growing 
literature on Descartes in English. They also have an impor- 
tant bearing on problems that are now being discussed. The 
discussions in general are directed toward views and argu- 
ments in Descartes that have been of special concern to phi- 
losophers whose interest in Descartes has been related to, or 
has been conjoined with, their interest in the theory of knowl- 
edge and adjoining problems in metaphysics. The theory of 
knowledge or epistemology has occupied—on some estimates 
preoccupied—a great many philosophers in English-speaking 
countries. Since there is little doubt about the paternity of 
modern theory of knowledge, it is not surprising that many 
have turned to Descartes for the statement of views and argu- 
ments that they wished to examine and very often nowadays 
to criticize. In recent years, interest in Descartes and Car- 
tesian problems appears to have increased, and the number of 
papers that have been written in English alone is, as indi- 
cated in the Bibliography, very considerable. 

This is in part, I believe, the result of a changing picture 
of the history of modern philosophy and a clearer recognition 
of our indebtedness to Descartes. For some time, in surveys of 
the history of modern philosophy and in titles of courses and 
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seminars, the terms “Rationalism” and “Empiricism” have 
been used to separate Descartes from Locke and his Empir- 
icist successors Berkeley and Hume. But the picture of diver- 
gent streams—or of warring camps—in modern philosophy 
now appears badly distorted, or at least very greatly over- 
simplified. It is clear that, in many important respects, Locke, 
though he represented himself as taking issue with his prede- 
cessors on the important (and complex) issue of the origin of 
ideas and principles, was in fact a Cartesian. Underlying views 
and basic notions that he shared with Descartes have been 
referred to recently as an “official doctrine,” and it has been 
suggested that philosophy as practiced in English has been 
basically Cartesian. But the “official doctrine” has, as a whole 
and in parts, been under attack recently; and it would not be 
incorrect to speak of an anti-Cartesian movement in con- 
temporary British and American philosophy. As a conse- 
quence, some of the studies presented here are openly critical 
of Cartesian ideas. Others, however, contain more neutral ex- 
egesis, and in some Descartes is defended against interpreta- 
tions and criticisms that appear to be mistaken. In all the 
discussions the authors pay tribute to Descartes by taking his 
views—right or wrong—very seriously; that is, as views that are 
not merely of historical interest but of philosophical impor- 
tance and to be treated and judged as such. 

Though there are differences of opinion and of outlook ex- 
pressed in the discussions, they are by no means representa- 
tive of all the Cartesian studies that have appeared in recent 
years, and omissions should be noted. With the exception of 
Bréhier’s paper, nothing is included of the many excellent 
studies of Descartes by French scholars. I might mention in 
particular the writings of Ferdinand Alquié, Etienne Gilson, 
Henri Gouhier, Martial Gueroult, Jean Laporte, and Gene- 
viéve Rodis-Lewis. Even within the literature in English, it 
was necessary to adopt rather restrictive principles of selec- 
tion. I have not, for instance, included parts of books now 
available on Descartes, nor any of the exceedingly interesting 
articles that have begun to appear on Descartes’s scientific 
work. Nor indeed have I been able to include all the impor- 
tant articles in English relating to his theory of knowledge 
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and metaphysics. The discussions that are included—on topics 
currently discussed by philosophers -with certain interests— 
deal with six major aspects or parts of Descartes’s “first phi- 
losophy.” To introduce them, I shall say something about the 
views in the Meditations on First Philosophy that form the 
bases of the discussions. 


] 


The question that Descartes raises in the First Meditation 
—are any of one’s opinions entirely certain and without doubt? 
—has been a standard and perhaps the fundamental question 
in the theory of knowledge. It has often been assumed, as 
Descartes does, that knowledge must have a foundation in 
absolute certainty and that if an opinion or belief cannot 
stand on its own as absolutely certain yet is to qualify as 
knowledge, it must be shown to be related in an acceptable 
way to certainties that are, so to speak, self-sufficient and 
basic. Not all of Descartes’s successors have insisted on the 
same kind of logical relations or ordering within the structure 
of knowledge, but it has been a widespread notion that there 
must be a structure and that the philosopher’s task is to lo- 
cate the basic certainties and show how they are, er can be, 
the foundations of the edifice of human knowledge. As in the 
First Meditation, various kinds of statements or beliefs 
have been singled out as candidates for the roles of basic 
certainties, and their prima facie certainty has been examined 
and tested. In the First Meditation, Descartes distinguishes 
two kinds of opinions that seem to him to be most certain: 
those received “from the senses or by way of the senses” and 
opinions about “the simplest and most general matters.” 
Among the latter, he includes simple mathematical judg- 
ments, e.g. “Two plus three equals five’ and “A square has 
four sides.” In order to test their certainty, he makes use of a 
variety of skeptical arguments, some of them having their 
origin with the Greek skeptics; and, in the course of his 
“methodic doubt,” he reaches the conclusion that opinions of 
neither sort are entirely certain and indubitable. Since these 
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opinions seemed to him to be the most certain of all his 
former opinions, he concludes in the First Meditation that 
there is no one of his former opinions that is not subject to 
doubt. 

The skeptical arguments that Descartes employs here have 
been of urgent concern to philosophers who have been un- 
able to follow him in his escape from skepticism in the suc- 
ceeding Meditations, and have felt that if these arguments 
are conceded, the tentative skepticism of the First Medita- 
tion may very well have to be the final answer. Some of the 
discussions here are about Descartes’s doubts about “the sim- 
plest and most general matters” and his attempt to allay 
these doubts in the Meditations that follow. The first two 
papers, however, are about the certainty, in Descartes’s terms, 
of what is received “from the senses or by way of the senses.” 
Both papers take account of a very powerful and persuasive 
argument that he presents in the First Meditation to question 
the certainty of perceptual judgments—that is, the skeptical 
argument from the possibility of dreaming. 

In “Certainty,” his posthumously published Howison lec- 
ture, G. E. Moore does not refer to Descartes by name, but 
the very examples that he uses call the First Meditation to 
mind. Moore begins his famous lecture by making a number 
of assertions: 


I am at present, as you can all see, in a room and not in 
the open air; I am standing up, and not either sitting or 
lying down; [ have clothes on, and am not absolutely 
naked; I am speaking in a fairly loud voice, and am not 
either singing or whispering or keeping quite silent; I 
have in my hand some sheets of paper with writing on 
them; there are a good many other people in the same 
room in which I am; and there are windows in that wall 
and a door in this one. 


These assertions, whose certainty Moore proceeds to examine, 
are some of them of an exact kind with the opinions derived 
“from the senses or by way of the senses” that Descartes con- 
siders in the First Meditation, and the questions that Moore 
raises are clearly the descendants of Descartes’s; namely, 
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whether any of the propositions that he asserted at the be- 
ginning of his lecture were known to be true and whether 
they were “absolutely certain.” Both Moore and Descartes 
take it to be the case that if the opinions or assertions to 
which they refer were not absolutely certain, then no opinion 
or assertion about “corporeal things” or an “external world” 
(in Descartes’s case, to be exact, no specific or particular opin- 
ion) would be absolutely certain. And, for both of them, the 
certainty of opinions or assertions like these is taken to de- 
pend on whether or not it is possible that what is believed 
or asserted is false. 

But here the agreement ends, for Moore, unlike Descartes 
in the First Meditation, is not prepared to conclude that the 
propositions that he asserted were not absolutely certain. He 
maintains that from the mere fact that his assertions might 
have been false and were assertions of contingent propositions, 
it does not follow that these propositions were not known to 
be true, or that they were not absolutely certain. This would 
have to be shown, and Moore turns to one kind of argument 
that has been proposed to show it—that is, to the argument 
from the possibility of dreaming. Pointing out difficulties in 
certain formulations of the argument—difficulties that seem 
to tell against Descartes’s formulation—Moore states an argu- 
ment that is not subject to just these objections. But per- 
suasive as this argument is, he is not in the end prepared to 
accept it. His reason for not accepting it is based in part on 
his uncertainty as to whether indeed it is “logically possible 
that I should both be having all the sensory experiences and 
the memories that I have and yet be dreaming”; for it seems 
to Moore that the conjunction of his “memories of the im- 
mediate past” with his present sensory experiences may be 
enough to enable him to know with certainty that he is not 
dreaming. It is interesting to note that when Descartes in the 
Sixth Meditation returns to the problem raised in the First 
Meditation about the possibility of dreaming and attempts 
to dispose of his earlier doubts, he, too, refers to memory. 
In the Sixth Meditation he declares: “Dreams are never con- 
nected by memory with all the other events of life, as are the 
things that happen while we are awake.” 
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In “Dreaming and Skepticism,” Norman Malcolm examines 
this statement and also certain assertions that Descartes 
makes in presenting his argument in the First Meditation; 
namely, that he has “in sleep been deceived by similar illu- 
sions” and that “there are no certain marks distinguishing 
waking from sleep.” Concerning the first assertion, Malcolm 
contends that if by “sleep” Descartes means “sound sleep,” 
he is in error; for a necessary condition of being “deceived” is 
having thoughts, and being sound asleep—Malcolm argues— 
precludes the possibility of having thoughts. It is also a mis- 
take, according to Malcolm, to say that a person cannot tell 
whether he is awake or sound asleep and dreaming. To say 
this would be to imply, among other things, that a person 
might think that he is awake while he is sound asleep; and 
according to Malcolm’s argument, it is impossible for a per- 
son both to be sound asleep and also to think. But it would 
also be incorrect to say, as Descartes suggests in the Sixth 
Meditation, that there is a way of distinguishing waking from 
sound sleep; and so it seems that Descartes’s solution in the 
Sixth Meditation of the problem raised in the First Medita- 
tion is destroyed along with the problem itself. In his criti- 
cisms of Descartes’s assertions about dreaming, Malcolm 
points out certain general views of Descartes’s about the na- 
ture of thought and of the mind, and the discussion of these 
views, as well as of the argument itself, is very illuminating. 
The critical points that he makes here and in his book Dream- 
ing have provoked a great deal of controversy, and some of the 
papers listed in the Bibliography support Cartesian views 
against Malcolm’s criticisms. There seems to be general agree- 
ment, however, among Malcolm and his critics that Descartes, 
in stating the argument from the possibility of dreaming 
in the First Meditation, carried out his intention of putting 
the case for skepticism concerning the senses in the strongest 
possible way. 
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In the Second Meditation, when Descartes represents him- 
self as emerging from his seemingly universal doubt and dis- 
covering an indisputably certain first principle in his own ex- 
istence, he does not, as is sometimes assumed, express his 
famous insight in the words cogito ergo sum. In the parallel 
passage in the Discourse on Method, he uses the French 
equivalent je pense, donc je suis; and, in his Replies to Ob- 
jections appended to the Meditations, he employs a fuller 
locution: ego cogito, ergo sum, sive existo. The term cogito 
is commonly used, however, to refer to the insight expressed 
in the Second Meditation and in general to the way in which, 
according to Descartes, a person attains certainty about his 
own existence. To philosophers concerned with the theory of 
knowledge, the cogito has been a subject of great interest in 
part because the statements associated with it—Cogito, read 
as “I am thinking” or “I am conscious,” and Sum, “I am” or 
“I exist”—have been taken to be statements ostensibly about 
matters of fact that are without question indubitable. In re- 
cent discussions a complex question raised by Descartes’s con- 
temporaries has been reopened with a view to a better under- 
standing of the nature of these statements and the certainty 
that attaches to them. The question is whether Descartes re- 
garded the cogito as an inference; that is, whether he thought 
of Sum as a conclusion deduced from Cogito as a premise. 
The locutions that he uses in expressing his insight—e.g. 
“.. ergo...” and “. .. done. . .”—seem to show con- 
clusively that he did think of the cogito as an inference. But 
certain statements of and about the cogito give the reader 
pause. Descartes claims, for instance, that the first principle 
of his philosophy can be intuited as self-evident; and he 
clearly denies that Sum is deduced by attending to Cogito in 
conjunction with a major premise, “Everything that thinks 
exists.” 

Because of statements like these, the questions have been 
raised whether Descartes consistently thought of the cogito 
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as an inference and also in exactly what sense or senses of 
“inference” he did think of it as an inference. In recent dis- 
cussions, textual evidence has been brought to bear on closely 
related questions—for instance, his distinction of deduction 
from intuition and the status assigned to the general princi- 
ple, “Everything that thinks exists.” But considerations of a 
logical as well as of a textual sort have entered into the dis- 
cussions. Questions have been raised that depend in no way 
on an appeal to the Cartesian corpus; for example, whether 
the cogito, construed as an inference, is a logically acceptable 
argument. An assumption or principle of interpretation that 
seems to have been at work, for instance, in Jaakko Hintikka’s 
extremely interesting discussion, is that if a certain view or 
argument can be shown to be indefensible and if it is rea- 
sonable to suppose that Descartes was in a position to see 
this, there is some reason to think that he did not at any 
rate clearly accept the view or argument in question. 

The first discussion of the cogito is by A. J. Ayer and is 
part of a chapter in The Problem of Knowledge in which he 
discusses the “quest for certainty” and the attempt—by Des- 
cartes and many others—to find statements or kinds of state- 
ments that are “immune from doubt.” A conclusion that he 
reaches in this chapter is that neither necessary statements 
nor descriptive statements of any sort are immune from 
doubt, and that the only statements that satisfy the Car- 
tesian demand for certainty are “degenerate” statements such 
as those associated with the cogito. Although Ayer implies 
that Descartes did in fact think of the cogito as an inference, 
he maintains that “there was . . . no need for Descartes to 
derive ‘sum’ from ‘cogito’ . . .”; and he undertakes to explain 
the peculiar nature of both statements neither of which is 
a “truth of logic” nor a “descriptive statement.” To show that 
they are not necessary truths, he argues that if a person says 
“T am not thinking” or “I do not exist,” what he says, though 
it “must be false,” nonetheless “might not have been false” 
and hence is not self-contradictory. Nor, according to Ayer, 
are “I am conscious” and “I exist” used to make descriptive 
statements; for when we use them, the demonstrative “I” does 


Introduction 17 


ali the work and the ostensible predicates are “sleeping part- 
ners.” 

Bernard Williams, in his very interesting study of the 
cogito, is concerned with the interpretation of certain puzzling 
passages and also with the logic of the cogito. He agrees with 
Ayer that the statements associated with the cogito are not 
logical or necessary truths, but he points out a difficulty in 
attempts like Ayer’s to make this point. On the question 
whether Descartes thought of the cogito as an inference, Wil- 
liams introduces a number of important distinctions. He 
maintains that, from a logical as well as a psychological point 
of view, Descartes was (at ieast for the most part) of the 
opinion that the cogito is not a syllogistic inference. But he 
contends that Descartes did think of it as an inference of a 
certain kind—of a kind that Williams, calling attention to re- 
cent work on the notion of presupposition, e.g. by P. T. 
Geach and P. F. Strawson, tries to specify. In his discussion 
he raises questions about the principle that seems to underlie 
the cogito, “Everything that thinks exists.” One question of 
great importance from a critical point of view is whether ex- 
istence is, as Descartes evidently thought, an attribute or a 
predicate. From considerations involving this question, Wil- 
liams is led to ask about the content of Sum as it appears in 
the context of the Second Meditation; but he is not prepared 
to conclude that it is, as for Ayer, “purely demonstrative” and 
“degenerate,” nor that, in its logical form, Descartes’s con- 
clusion is “strictly speaking, incorrect.” 

On certain points Hintikka’s interpretation of the cogito 
is opposed to Williams’. Although he acknowledges that some 
of Descartes’s statements of and about the cogito indicate 
that he did at times think of it as an inference, he argues 
on textual grounds and also on points of logic that Descartes, 
“albeit dimly” or “however implicitly,” also thought of the 
cogito as something other than an inference—that is, as a 
“performance.” According to this reading, Descartes realized 
to some extent that the certainty of Sum derives, not from 
being deduced from an indubitable proposition Cogito, but 
from the “existentially inconsistent” or “self-defeating” char- 
acter of the attempt to think its contrary. Hintikka contends 
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that the sentence “Everybody who thinks exists” cannot serve 
as a general truth from which cogito ergo sum can be in- 
ferred and that when we try to construe the cogito as a logi- 
cal inference, we encounter formidable difficulties. This im- 
portant paper has been widely discussed. (See the articles by 
Camey, Weinberg, and Frankfurt listed in the Bibliography, 
and also Malcolm’s “Descartes’s Proof that His Essence is 
Thinking,” pp. 312-337.) These discussions of the cogito tes- 
tify to the richness and also to the complexity of Descartes’s 
famous insight. 


3 


A third group of papers deal with problems arising from 
the doubts that Descartes expresses in the First Meditation 
about “the simplest and most general matters.” In the Third 
Meditation, reflecting on his initial certainty, Descartes pro- 
poses his so-called Rule of Truth: “Everything that I very 
clearly and distinctly perceive is true.” In view of his initial 
doubts, it seems that he tries to validate this Rule by proving 
that what he very clearly and distinctly perceives is true. But 
it also seems that in attempting to validate the Rule he makes 
use of it and is guilty of begging the question and of circular 
reasoning. This kind of objection, which has given to his rea- 
soning here the prejudicial name “Cartesian circle,” was raised 
by Descartes’s contemporaries; and, in his Replies to Objec- 
tions, he defends his procedure in the Meditations against 
the imputation of circularity. It is not clear, however, that 
he succeeds—at any rate without withdrawing from positions 
taken in the Meditations; nor is it clear exactly how he thinks 
he answers his critics’ objections. There are also problems 
about the use of this Rule as a test or a criterion of knowl- 
edge, as Descartes seems at times to have thought of it. Can 
a person, for instance, be mistaken in thinking that he clearly 
and distinctly perceives something? Either answer seems to 
bring unwelcome consequences. And further difficulties arise 
when the question is asked whether, in order to know that a 
proposition is true, a person must not only clearly and dis- 
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tinctly perceive it but also know in addition that his state 
is one of clear and distinct perception. 

In his posthumously published lectures on the history of 
the theory of knowledge, H. A. Prichard raises these difficul- 
ties and points out wherein he thinks Descartes went astray. 
His approach to the Meditations in these lectures is clearly 
stated: 


My idea is to take the book as it stands and ask whether 
it is true or false. In doing this, however, it is necessary 
to distinguish the wheat from the chaff. It will strike you 
—or must have struck you—in reading the book, that it is 
extraordinarily unequal. Some parts will seem to you to 
deal with what is important and very much to the point, 
and others as being very artificial and unconvincing. And 
the proper attitude for the reader and the commentator 
is to concentrate attention on what seem the important 
parts and to bother very little about the rest. [P. 72, 
Knowledge and Perception, in a section preceding what 
is included here. ] 


Prichard’s attitude toward the Meditations may disaffect 
conventional historians of philosophy. This is one way, how- 
ever, in which philosophers have turned to the Meditations; 
and Prichard’s reading of them not only is philosophically 
very exciting but also gives us a deeper insight into the prob- 
lems with which Descartes was concerned. Concerning the 
alleged “Cartesian circle,” Prichard finds Descartes guilty, for 
he thinks that once Descartes seriously entertains doubts 
about the competence of his intelligence, he should at that 
moment stop. But Descartes of course does not stop, and 
Prichard presents an exceedingly ingenious explanation of why 
this is so. His understanding of Descartes’s problems and of 
his conflicting tendencies in the face of them make this an 
exceptionally rewarding study. 

In A. K. Stout’s “The Basis of Knowledge in Descartes” 
and in Harry G. Frankfurt’s “Descartes’ Validation of Rea- 
son,” problems relating to the alleged Cartesian circle are con- 
sidered in some detail and with very different results. These 
questions are also alluded to in Bréhier’s “The Creation of 
the Eternal Truths,” and a highly original solution is sug- 
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gested. The papers as a group offer three major answers to the 
question why Descartes did not think that his procedure in 
the Meditations was, as his critics claimed, circular. Stout 
presents what has been called the “developmental hypothe- 
sis.” His contention is that Descartes, having intended 
(though not presumably exclusively or altogether clearly) to 
question and then to validate clear and distinct perceptions 
in the Meditations, “imperceptibly transferred the doubt 
from clearness and distinctness to memory” when he was 
faced with objections and was, as it were, under fire. Accord- 
ing to this interpretation, what is questioned and validated 
on Descartes’s amended or considered view is the accuracy of 
memory impressions of having clearly and distinctly perceived 
something and not clear and distinct perceptions themselves; 
in particular, not those perceptions used to establish the ex- 
istence of a nondeceptive God and the reliability of memory. 

In “The Creation of the Eternal Truths,” Bréhier main- 
tains that the doubts that Descartes expresses and atternpts to 
overcome about “the simplest and most general matters” are 
not about the reliability of memory nor about the present 
truth of what is intuited. Rather, the question with which he 
is concerned is whether what is intuited at a certain time—ad- 
mittedly true at that time—is true at all times or is an “cter- 
nal truth.” To be assured of this, Descartes needs to know 
that the essences that he intuits are permanent and not sub- 
ject to change from time to time by a deceitful demon; and 
Bréhier suggests in his paper that Descartes can be assured 
of this without at any rate flagrantly begging the question. In 
the third paper, Frankfurt attributes to Descartes an answer 
to the skeptic’s doubts about reason similar to the one that 
we find in Spinoza. His contention is that Descartes’s “rea- 
soning in the Meditations is designed not so much to prove 
that what is intuited is true as to show that there are no rea- 
sonable grounds for doubting this” and that Descartes can 
do this without being guilty of the kind of circular reasoning 
with which he has often been charged. It is worth noting 
that Spinoza, although his answer to the skeptic is like the 
one that Frankfurt attributes to Descartes, does not attribute 
an answer of this kind to Descartes. And it does seem dif- 
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ficult at any rate to reconcile Frankfurt’s interpretation with 
Descartes’s claim that the cogito is certain prior to, and in- 
dependently of, his certainty of the existence of God. In a 
recent paper about the cogito, Frankfurt in effect tries to 
answer this objection by maintaining that, in the Second 
Meditation, Descartes is not in fact concerned to establish 
that Sum is true. 


4 


In the Third Meditation, Descartes introduces a term that 
plays an enormously important role in the statement of his 
views. The term is idea; and though Descartes is aware that 
he is using the word in a novel way, his explanation in the 
Third Meditation is brief, and he leaves a number of impor- 
tant questions unanswered. Throughout his works, moreover, 
we find statements about the nature of ideas and about their 
origin that seem to conflict, and it is difficult to say just what 
Descartes means by this difficult and, for his philosophy, cru- 
cial term. In “Descartes on Ideas,” Anthony Kenny points 
out a number of ambiguities in Descartes’s use of the term. 
He finds that he uses it sometimes to refer to episodes and 
sometimes to capacities, sometimes for acts of thinking and 
sometimes for objects of thought, and that Descartes’s ideas 
have some of the characteristics of material pictures but also 
characteristics of mental images and of concepts. Concerning 
the arguments in which Descartes uses this word, Kenny asks 
us to consider the very important question “whether the 
premises of his argument are true and whether his conclusion 
follows if the interpretation of ‘idea’ is held constant 
throughout.” Like some of Descartes’s early critics, Kenny, 
following his admonition, detects certain confusions and bad 
arguments. In Descartes’s discussion of the “objective exist- 
ence” of ideas, for instance, he notes a confusion and claims 
that here “an extra entity has been spirited into existence.” 
He also finds a confusion in the famous account that Des- 
cartes gives of clarity and distinctness in the Principles of 
Philosophy. His analyses of the passages in the Principles, 
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and also of Descartes’s perplexing statements about innate 
ideas and about “materially false” ideas, are extremely per- 
ceptive and acute; and his objections to Descartes’s views and 
arguments involving the term “idea” are based on a meticu- 
lous examination of the important passages in which Des- 
cartes indicates or tries to explain what he means by this key 
term in his philosophy. 

In “Clearness and Distinctness in Descartes,” Alan Gewirth 
is also concerned with Descartes’s conception of ideas and 
with the characteristics—clarity and distinctness primarily, 
but also completeness, adequacy, and material truth and fal- 
sity—that he assigns to them. Some of Gewirth’s conclusions 
are in direct opposition to Kenny’s. For both, an important 
question is: how, according to the definitions of clarity and 
distinctness in the Principles, can an idea fail to be clear 
and distinct? Unlike Kenny, who suggests that Descartes can- 
not in the end give a consistent and entirely satisfactory an- 
swer to the question, Gewirth sees the answer in the notion 
that he attributes to Descartes of the “interpretive content” 
of an idea—the interpretive content being distinguished, on 
the one hand, from the “direct content” and, on the other, 
from a judgment relating to the idea. According to this in- 
terpretation, an idea is clear and distinct if, and only if, there 
is “equality” between direct content and interpretive con- 
tent. A number of examples are given of “equality,” and also 
of lack of equality, i.e. obscurity or confusion. In the discus- 
sion of these examples, there are very astute remarks, for in- 
stance, about Descartes’s “analysis” of the piece of wax in 
the Second Meditation and about his conception of method 
both in general and as it is to be exercised in mathematics 
and physics. This paper and Gewirth’s “The Cartesian Cir- 
cle” and “Experience and the Non-Mathematical in the Car- 
tesian Method” comprise an extremely interesting interpreta- 
tion and a defense of Descartes’s views against objections 
that have often been raised. Whether Kenny or Gewirth is 
right about the passages in the Principles is a very difficult 
question, which the reader is left to answer. 
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Descartes’s a priori or ontological argument for the exist- 
ence of God in the Fifth Meditation has been of interest to 
philosophers concerned with the theory of knowledge, not 
or not just for historical or for religious reasons nor because 
Descartes seems to think of it as a means for removing doubts 
about reason, but because this seemingly simple but really 
very complex argument raises problems about existence, ref- 
erence, and necessity of very great interest in their own right. 
Several recent papers have dealt particularly with Anselm’s 
argument (or arguments) in the Proslogion, and there are 
questions to be raised about the historical and also the logical 
relations of Descartes’s attempted proof in the Fifth Medita- 
tion and Anselm’s. In a characteristically ahistorical remark, 
when Descartes’s attention was called to the apparent simi- 
larity of his argument and Anselm’s, he replied that he would 
look at St. Anselm at the first opportunity; and in the Re- 
plies to Objections he denies that the argument criticized 
by Aquinas is his, and gives the impression of siding with 
Aquinas against Anselm. Whatever we are to make of the 
relations between Anselm’s and Descartes’s proofs, in the pa- 
pers that have appeared on Anselm attention is given to the 
standard objection that existence is not a predicate, and, since 
Descartes states or implies in the various formulations of his 
a priori argument that existence—in some sense or of some 
kind—is a “perfection” and hence presumably a predicate, the 
papers on Anselm are relevant to Descartes as well. Of these, 
there have been a great many, some defending Anselm’s or 
Descartes’s proof against the standard objections, others de- 
vising new and more effective refutations. 

In “The Ontological Argument Revisited,” William P. Al- 
ston argues very persuasively that the standard argument for 
denying that “exists” is a predicate is defective and cannot 
be used in a refutation of the ontological argument. We may 
distinguish, he points out, “modes of existence,” e.g. Anselm’s 
“existence in the understanding”; and, accepting this distinc- 
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tion, we do not find in the standard argument any reason for 
denying that existence can be predicated of something—for 
instance, a supremely perfect being, that is presupposed to 
exist in some “nonreal mode,” for instance, in the under- 
standing. (Though Alston does not make this point, it might 
be said that, in the Fifth Meditation, Descartes’s “supremely 
perfect being” is assumed, like “the triangle,” to be a Meinon- 
gian res capable of existing both in reality and in the under- 
standing.) But Alston does not conclude that “exists” is a 
predicate. Arguing in a way that is reminiscent of one of 
Aquinas’ criticisms, he draws a distinction between the “real 
correlate” and the “real archetype” of what exists in the un- 
derstanding and constructs a “revised proof” that “exists” is 
not a predicate and a revised refutation of the ontological 
argument. Alvin Plantinga, in a section from a forthcoming 
book, maintains that two premises of Alston’s refutation are 
open to serious objections. In earlier sections of his study, 
Plantinga takes exception to other attempts to refute the 
ontological argument by way of showing that “exists” is not 
a predicate. The conclusion that he reaches in this chapter 
is that neither Alston nor his predecessors have succeeded in 
giving a general refutation of the argument. It is clear from 
these discussions that Descartes’s a priori argument cannot 
be dismissed or easily refuted. 
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Norman Malcolm’s “Descartes’s Proof that His Essence is 
Thinking” and “Descartes’ Myth,” the opening chapter of 
Gilbert Ryle’s The Concept of Mind, are concerned with 
Descartes’s most renowned doctrine, “Cartesian dualism” of 
mind and body. In “Descartes’ Myth,” Ryle refers to an “of- 
ficial doctrine” deriving from Descartes and explains what in 
general he thinks is wrong with it. In the chapters that fol- 
low, he examines many more particular features of the “myth” 
and supports his initial claims with a wealth of arguments. 
The first chapter is of interest by itself, however, for it shows 
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both the clear recognition of a Cartesian tradition in philoso- 
phy and (in an extreme form) the reaction to Cartesian views 
that has taken place. In “Descartes’s Proof that His Essence 
is Thinking,” Malcolm distinguishes three arguments that 
Descartes presents in support of his contentions that his es- 
sential nature is thought and that his mind is “really distinct” 
from his body. Each of them taken by itself seems fallacious, 
but Malcolm thinks that, supporting Descartes’s conclusion, 
there is a very persuasive argument that is not made explicit 
but is involved in Descartes’s thinking when he makes the 
transition in the Second Meditation from the cogito to sum 
res cogitans. Though Malcolm thinks that this argument ac- 
counts for the transition and can bear the weight that Des- 
cartes places on his conclusion, he also thinks that the proof 
fails and that in the Meditations there is, neither implicitly 
nor explicitly, solid ground for Descartes’s most celebrated 
conclusion. 

The last discussion is “Descartes’s Mechanicism” by P. H. 
J. Hoenen. From a very different point of view, Hoenen con- 
siders another aspect of Descartes’s dualism of mind and body 
contained in his assertion that matter is extension and in his 
denial of intrinsic change to bodies and, closely related to 
this, his denial of “real qualities” and “substantial forms.” In 
this selection and also in an earlier section of his book, 
Hoenen relates the distinction of “primary” and “secondary” 
qualities to the problem raised by Parmenides about “be- 
coming.” The problem, on this account, was solved in Aris- 
totelian philosophy, but Descartes misunderstood Aristotle 
and his followers and presented his Mechanicism as a solu- 
tion of the problem. Hoenen also points out some common 
misconceptions about Descartes—notably, the view that Des- 
cartes, like some of the Occasionalists, denies that there is 
force or activity in bodies. 

For valuable suggestions about the contents of this volume, 
I am indebted to Harry Frankfurt, Jaakko Hintikka, Anthony 
Kenny, Norman Malcolm, Maurice Mandelbaum, Amelie 
Rorty, and W. H. Walsh. I should like to thank P. J. Critten- 
den for his translation of the section on Mechanicism in 
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Hoenen’s Cosmologia and Anne and David Sanford for a 
translation of Bernard Williams’ paper, which appeared origi- 
nally in French. My chief indebtedness is of course to the 
philosophers whose discussions are included here. 


CERTAINTY 
G. E. MOORE 


I am at present, as you can all see, in a room and not in 
the open air; J am standing up, and not either sitting or ly- 
ing down; I have clothes on, and am not absolutely naked; I 
am speaking in a fairly loud voice, and am not either singing 
or whispering or keeping quite silent; I have in my hand some 
sheets of paper with writing on them; there are a good many 
other people in the same room in which I am; and there are 
windows in that wall and a door in this one. 

Now I have here made a number of different assertions; 
and I have made these assertions quite positively, as if there 
were no doubt whatever that they were true. That is to say, 
though I did not expressly say, with regard to any of these 
different things which I asserted, that it was not only true 
but also certain, yet by asserting them in the way I did, I 
implied, though I did not say, that they were in fact certain 
—implied, that is, that I myself knew for certain, in each case, 
that what I asserted to be the case was, at the time when I 
asserted it, in fact the case. And I do not think that I can be 
justly accused of dogmatism or over-confidence for having as- 
serted these things positively in the way that I did. In the case 
of some kinds of assertions, and under some circumstances, 
a man can be justly accused of dogmatism for asserting some- 
thing positively. But in the case of assertions such as I made, 
made under the circumstances under which I made them, 
the charge would be absurd. On the contrary, I should have 
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been guilty of absurdity if, under the circumstances, I had 
not spoken positively about these things, if I spoke of them 
at all. Suppose that now, instead of saying ‘I am inside a 
building’, I were to say ‘I think I’m inside a building, but per- 
haps I’m not: it’s not certain that I am’, or instead of say- 
ing ‘I have got some clothes on’, I were to say ‘I think I’ve 
got some clothes on, but it’s just possible that I haven’t’. 
Would it not sound rather ridiculous for me now, under these 
circumstances, to say ‘I think I’ve got some clothes on’ or 
even to say ‘I not only think I have, I know that it is very 
likely indeed that I have, but I can’t be quite sure’? For some 
persons, under some circumstances, it might not be at all 
absurd to express themselves thus doubtfully. Suppose, for 
instance, there were a blind man, suffering in addition from 
general anaesthesia, who knew, because he had been told, that 
his doctors from time to time stripped him naked and then 
put his clothes on again, although he himself could neither 
see nor feel the difference: to such a man there might well 
come an occasion on which he would really be describing 
correctly the state of affairs by saying that he thought he’d 
got some clothes on, or that he knew that it was very likely 
he had, but was not quite sure. But for me, now, in full pos- 
session of my senses, it would be quite ridiculous to express 
myself in this way, because the circumstances are such as to 
make it quite obvious that I don’t merely think that I have, 
but know that I have. For me now, it would be absurd to 
say that I thought I wasn’t naked, because by saying this I 
should imply that I didn’t know that I wasn’t, whereas you 
can all see that I’m in a position to know that I’m not. But if 
now I am not guilty of dogmatism in asserting positively that 
I’m not naked, certainly I was not guilty of dogmatism when 
I asserted it positively in one of those sentences with which 
I began this lecture. I knew then that I had clothes on, just 
as I know now that I have. 

Now those seven assertions with which I began were ob- 
viously, in some respects, not all of quite the same kind. For 
instance: while the first six were all of them (among other 
things) assertions about myself, the seventh, namely that 
there were windows in that wall, and a door in this one, was 
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not about myself at all. And even among those which were 
about myself there were obvious differences. In the case of 
two of these—the assertions that I was in a room, and the 
assertion that there were a good manv other people in the 
same room with me—it can quite naturally be said that each 
gave a partial answer to the question what sort of environ- 
ment I was in at the time when I made them. And in the 
case of three others—the assertions that I had clothes on, that 
I was speaking in a fairly loud voice, and that I had in my 
hand some sheets of paper—it can also be said, though less 
naturally, that they each gave a partial answer to the same 
question. For, if I had clothes on, if I was in a region in which 
fairly loud sounds were audible, and if I had some sheets of 
paper in my hand, it follows, in each case that the surround- 
ings of my body were, in at least one respect, different from 
what they would have been if that particular thing had not 
been true of me; and the term ‘environment’ is sometimes 
so used that any true statement from which it follows that 
the surroundings of my body were different, in any respect, 
from what they might have been is a statement which gives 
some information, however little, as to the kind of environ- 
ment I was in. But though each of these five assertions can 
thus, in a sense, be said to have given, if true, some informa- 
tion as to the nature of my environment at the time when I 
made it, one of them, the assertion that I was speaking in a 
fairly loud voice, did not only do this: it also, if true, gave 
some information of a very different kind. For to say that I 
was speaking in a fairly loud voice was not only to say that 
there were audible in my neighbourhood fairly loud sounds, 
and sounds of which it was also true that they were words; it 
was also to say that some sounds of this sort were being made 
by me~a causal proposition. As for the sixth of the assertions 
which I made about myself—the assertion that I was standing 
up—that can hardly be said to have given any information as 
to the nature of my environment at the time when I made it: 
it would be naturally described as giving information only 
as to the posture of my body at the time in question. And as 
for the two assertions I made which were not about myself 
at all—the assertions that there were windows in that wall 
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and a door in this one—though they were, in a sense, asser- 
tions about my environment, since the two walls about which 
I made them were, in fact, in my neighbourhood at the time; 
yet in making them I was not expressly asserting that they 
were in my neighbourhood (had I been doing so, they would 
have been assertions about myself) and what I expressly as- 
serted was something which might have been true, even if 
they had not been in my neighbourhood. In this respect they 
were unlike my assertion that I was in a room, which could 
not have been true, unless some walls had been in my neigh- 
bourhood. From the proposition that there is a door in that 
wall it does not follow that that wall is in my neighbour- 
hood; whereas from the proposition that I am in a room, it 
does follow that a wall is in my neighbourhood. 

But in spite of these, and other, differences between those 
seven or eight different assertions, there are several important 
respects in which they were allalike. 

(1) In the first place: All of those seven or eight different 
assertions, which I made at the beginning of this lecture, were 
alike in this respect, namely, that every one of them was an 
assertion, which, though it wasn’t in fact false, yet might have 
been false. For instance, consider the time at which I asserted 
that I was standing up. It is certainly true that at that very 
time I might have been sitting down, though in fact I wasn’t; 
and if I had been sitting down at that time, then my asser- 
tion that I was standing up would have been false. Since, 
therefore, I might have been sitting down at that very time, 
it follows that my assertion that I was standing up was an 
assertion which might have been false, though it wasn’t. And 
the same is obviously true of all the other assertions I made. 
At the time when I said I was in a room, I might have been 
in the open air; at the time when I said I had clothes on, I 
might have been naked; and so on, in all the other cases. 

But from the fact that a given assertion might have been 
false, it always follows that the negation or contradictory of 
the proposition asserted is not a self-contradictory proposi- 
tion. For to say that a given proposition might have been 
false is equivalent to saying that its negation or contradictory 
might have been true; and from the fact that a given prop- 
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osition might have been true, it always follows that the prop- 
osition in question is not self-contradictory, since, if it were, 
it could not possibly have been true. Accordingly all those 
things which I asserted at the beginning of this lecture were 
things of which the contradictories were not self-contradic- 
tory. If, for instance, when I said ‘I am standing up’ IJ had 
said instead ‘It is not the case that I am standing up’, which 
would have been the contradictory of what I did say, it would 
have been correct to say “That is not a self-contradictory prop- 
osition, though it is a false one’; and the same is true in the 
case of all the other propositions that I asserted. As a short 
expression for the long expression ‘proposition which is not 
self-contradictory and of which the contradictory is not self- 
contradictory’ philosophers have often used the technical 
term ‘contingent proposition’. Using the term ‘contingent’ in 
this sense, we can say, then, that one respect in which all 
those seven propositions which I asserted at the beginning of 
this lecture resembled one another was that they were all of 
them contingent. 

And before I go on to mention some other respects in 
which they were all alike, I think I had better now at once 
say some things about the consequences of this first fact that 
they were all of them contingent—things which are very rele- 
vant to a proper understanding of the use of the word which 
forms the title of this lecture, the word ‘Certainty’. 

The first thing I want to say about the consequences of the 
fact that all those propositions were contingent is this: 
namely, that from the mere fact that they were all of them 
contingent, it does not follow that they were not all known 
to be true—nay more, it does not follow, in the case of any 
particular person whatever, that that person did not know 
them to be true. Some philosophers have in fact suggested 
that no contingent proposition is ever, as a matter of fact, 
known to be true. And I am not now disputing that sugges- 
tion, though I do in fact hold it to be false, and intend, in 
the course of this lecture to dispute it. All that I am asserting 
now is that, even if it is a fact that no contingent proposition 
is ever known to be true, yet in no case does this follow from 
the mere fact that it is contingent. For instance, that I am 
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now standing up is a contingent proposition; but from the 
mere fact that it is so, from that fact alone, it certainly does 
not follow that I do not know that I am standing up. If it is 
to be shown—as many philosophers think they can show— 
that I do not know now that I am standing up, some other 
argument must be brought forward for this contention, over 
and above the mere fact that this proposition is contingent; 
for from this fact, by itself, it certainly does not follow that 
I don’t know that I am standing up. I say that this is certain, 
and I do not know that anyone would dispute it. But if I 
were asked to defend my assertion, I do not know that I 
could give any better defence than merely to say that the 
conjunctive proposition ‘I know that I am at present standing 
up, and yet the proposition that I am is contingent’ is cer- 
tainly not itself self-contradictory, even if it is false. Is it not 
obvious that if I say ‘I know that I am at present standing 
up, although the proposition that I am is contingent’, I am 
certainly not contradicting myself, even if I am saying some- 
thing which is false? 

The second thing I want to say about the consequences of 
the fact that all those seven propositions were contingent is 
something which follows from the first: namely that from the 
fact that they were contingent it does not follow, in the case 
of any single one among them, that it was possible that the 
proposition in question was false. To take, for instance, again, 
the proposition that I was then standing up: from the fact 
that this proposition was contingent, it does not follow that, 
if I had said ‘It is possible that it is not the case that I am 
standing up’, I should have been saying something true. That 
this is so follows from my former contention that the con- 
tingency of the proposition in question does not entail that 
it was not known to be true, because one, at least, of the 
ways in which we use expressions of the form ‘It is possible 
that p’ is such that the statement in question cannot be true 
if the person who makes it knows for certain that p is false. 
We very, very often use expressions of the form ‘It is possible 
that p’ in such a way that by using such an expression we are 
making an assertion of our own ignorance on a certain point 
—an assertion namely that we do not know that p is false. 
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This is certainly one of the very commonest uses of the word 
‘possible’; it is a use in which what it expresses is often ex- 
pressed instead by the use of the word ‘may’. For instance, 
if I were to say ‘It is possible that Hitler is dead at this mo- 
ment’ this would naturally be understood to mean exactly 
the same as if I said ‘Hitler may be dead at this moment’. 
And is it not quite plain that if I did assert that Hitler may 
be dead at this moment part at least of what I was asserting 
would be that I personally did not know for certain that he 
was not dead? Consequently if I were to assert now ‘It is 
possible that I am not standing up’ I should naturally be 
understood to be asserting that I do not know for certain 
that I am. And hence, if I do know for certain that I am, my 
assertion that it is possible that I’m not would be false. Since 
therefore from the fact that ‘I am standing up’ is a contingent 
proposition it does not follow that I do not know that I am, 
it also does not follow from this fact that it is possible that 
I am not. For if from the contingency of this proposition it 
did follow that it is possible that I am not standing up, it 
would also follow that I do not know that I am standing up: 
since from ‘It is possible that I am not standing up’ there 
follows ‘I do not know that I am standing up’; and if p en- 
tails q, and q entails r, it follows that p entails r. Since, there- 
fore, our p (‘the proposition “I am standing up” is contin- 
gent’) does not entail our r (‘I do not know that I am 
standing up’), and since our q (‘It is possible that I am not 
standing up’) does entail our r, it follows that our p does not 
entail our q: that is to say, the fact that the proposition ‘T 
am standing up’ is contingent does not entail the consequence 
that it is possible that it is false that I am standing up. In no 
case whatever from the mere fact that a proposition p is con- 
tingent does it follow that it is possible that p is false. But 
this, of course, is not to deny that it may, as a matter of fact, 
be true of every contingent proposition that it is possible that 
it is false. This will be true, if no contingent proposition is 
ever known to be true. But even if this is so, it still remains 
true that from the mere fact that a proposition is contingent 
it never follows that it may be false; this remains true be- 
cause from the mere fact that a proposition is contingent 
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it never follows that it is not known to be true, and never 
follows, either, in the case of any particular person, that that 
person does not know it to be true. 

In the above paragraph I confined myself to saying that 
there is at least one common use of expressions of the form 
‘It is possible that p’, such that any person who makes such 
an assertion is asserting that he personally does not know that 
b is false; and hence the only conclusion to which I am so 
far entitled is that the mere fact that a given proposition p 
is contingent does not entail the consequence that what is 
expressed by ‘it is possible that not-p’ will be true, when 
‘possible’. is used in the way in question. And it may be 
thought that there is another use of ‘possible’ such that from 
‘p is contingent’ there does follow ‘it is possible that p is 
false’. The fact is that the expression ‘logically possible’ has 
often been used by philosophers in such a way that many 
might be tempted to think that it is a mere synonym for 
‘not self-contradictory’. That it is not a mere synonym for 
this can, I think, be seen from the fact that the expression 
‘it is not self-contradictory that I am not standing up’ is not 
English at all, whereas the expression ‘It is logically possible 
that J am not standing up’ certainly is English, though it 
may be doubted whether what it expresses is true. If, how- 
ever, we consider the expression ‘the proposition that I am 
not standing up is not self-contradictory’ I think it would 
not be incorrect to say that the words ‘logically possible’ are 
so used that in this expression they could be substituted for 
‘not self-contradictory’ without changing the meaning of the 
whole expression; and that the same is true whatever other 
proposition you might take instead of the proposition that I 
am not standing up. If this be so, then it follows that, in 
the case of any proposition whatever, from the proposition 
that that proposition is not self-contradictory it will follow 
that the proposition in question is also logically possible (and 
vice versa); in other words, for any p, ‘p is not self-contradic- 
tory’ entails ‘p is logically possible’. But this being so, it is 
very natural to think that it follows that you can also take a 
further step and say truly that, for any p, ‘p is not self- 
contradictory’ entails ‘It is logically possible that p’; for surely 
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from ‘p is logically possible’ it must follow that ‘it is logically 
possible that p.’ Certainly it is very natural to think this; 
but for all that, I think it is a mistake to think so. To think 
that ‘p is logically possible’ must entail ‘It is logically possible 
that p’ is certainly a mere mistake which does not do justice 
to the subtlety of the differences there may be in the way 
we use language. And I think it is actually a mistake to say 
that ‘p is not self-contradictory’ entails ‘It is logically possi- 
ble that p’, even though it does entail ‘p is logically possible’. 
Consider the following facts. ‘It is logically possible that I 
should have been sitting down now’ certainly does entail “The 
proposition that I am sitting down now is not self-contradic- 
tory’. But if this latter proposition did entail ‘It is logically 
possible that I am sitting down now’ then it would follow 
that ‘It is logically possible that I should have been sitting 
down now’ entails ‘It is logically possible that I am sitting 
down now’. But does it? Certainly it would be quite un- 
natural for me, who know that I am standing up, to say the 
latter, whereas it would be quite natural for me to say the 
former; and J think perhaps we can go further and say that 
if I said the latter I should be saying something untrue, 
whereas if I said the former I should be saying something 
true: just as if I said ‘I might have been sitting down now’, 
I should be saying something true, whereas if I said ‘I may 
be sitting down now’, I should be saying something false. In 
short I think that even the expression ‘It is logically possible 
that so-and-so is the case’ retains the characteristic which we 
have seen to belong to one ordinary use of the expression ‘It 
is possible that so-and-so is the case’, namely that it can only 
be said with truth by a person who does not know that the 
so-and-so in question is not the case. If I were to say now ‘It 
is logically possible that I am sitting down’ I should be im- 
plying that I don’t know that I’m not, and therefore implying 
something which, if I do know that I’m not, is false. I think 
that perhaps philosophers have not always paid sufficient at- 
tention to the possibility that from the mere fact that a given 
proposition, p, is not self-contradictory, it perhaps does not 
follow that any person whatever can say with truth ‘It is 
logically possible that p is true’. In the case of a non-self- 


B 


36 G. E. Moore 


contradictory proposition such as the proposition that I am at 
present sitting down, if there be a person, for instance some 
friend of mine in England, who does not know that this prop- 
osition is false, then, in his case, from the conjunction of the 
fact that the proposition is not self-contradictory with the 
fact that he does not know it to be false, it does follow that 
he could say with truth ‘It is logically possible that Moore 
is at present sitting down’; but if there be another person, 
myself for instance, who does know that the proposition is 
false, it is by no means clear that from the mere fact that the 
proposition is not self-contradictory—from that fact alone—it 
follows that I can truly say ‘It is logically possible that I am 
at present sitting down’. From the conjunction of the fact 
that the proposition is logically possible with the fact that I 
know it to be false, it does follow that I can truly say ‘It is 
logically possible that I should have been sitting down at this 
moment’; but from the fact that I can truly say this, it cer- 
tainly does not follow that I can also truly say ‘It is logically 
possible that I am sitting down’; and it is certain that in fact 
the two are incompatible: that, if I can truly say ‘It is logically 
possible that I should have been sitting down now’ then it 
follows that I cannot truly say ‘It is logically possible that I 
am sitting down now’. Perhaps, however, our use of the ex- 
pression ‘It is logically possible that so-and-so is the case’ 1s 
not clearly enough fixed to entitle us to say this. What is im- 
portant is to insist that if ‘It is logically possible that p is 
true’ is used in such a way that it does follow from ‘p is not 
self-contradictory’, by itself, then from ‘It is logically possible 
that p is true’, it does not follow that p is not known to be 
false. And if a philosopher does choose to use ‘It is logically 
possible that p is true’ in such an unnatural way as this, there 
will be a danger that he will sometimes forget that that is 
the way in which he has chosen to use it, and will fall into the 
fallacy of thinking that from ‘It is logically possible that p 
is true’ there does follow ‘p is not known to be false’. 

The third thing which I wish to say about the consequences 
of the fact that those seven assertions with which I began this 
paper were assertions of contingent propositions, is this: that 
this fact is quite compatible with its being true that every 
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one of those seven things that I asserted was not only true but 
absolutely certain. That this is so again follows from the fact 
that the mere contingency of a given proposition, p, never 
entails, in the case of any person whatever, that that person 
does not know pf to be true. It follows from this fact, because 
if any person whatever does at a given time know that a 
given proposition p is true, then it follows that that person 
could say with truth at that time ‘It is absolutely certain that 
p’. Thus if I do know now that I am standing up, it follows 
that I can say with truth ‘It is absolutely certain that I am 
standing up’. Since, therefore, the fact that this proposition 
is contingent is compatible with its being true that I know 
that I am standing up, it follows that it must also be com- 
patible with its being true that it is absolutely certain that 
I am standing up. 

I think that possibly some people might be inclined to ob- 
ject to what I have just said on the following ground. I have 
just said that if a person can ever say with truth, with regard 
to any particular proposition p, ‘I know that p is true’, it fol- 
lows that he can also truly say ‘It is absolutely certain that p 
is true’. But an objector might perhaps say: ‘I admit that if 
a person could ever truly say “I know with absolute certainty 
that p is true” then it would follow that he could also truly 
say “It is absolutely certain that p is true”. But what you said 
was not “know with absolute certainty” but “know’; and 
surely there must be some difference between “knowing” and 
“knowing with absolute certainty”, since, if there were not, 
we should never be tempted to use the latter expression. I 
doubt, therefore, whether a mere “I know that p” does entail 
“It is absolutely certain that p”.’ To this objection I should 
reply: I do not think that the only possible explanation of 
the fact that we sometimes say ‘I know with absolute cer- 
tainty that so-and-so’ and sometimes merely ‘I know that so- 
and-so’ is that the latter can be properly used to express some- 
thing which may be true even when what is expressed by the 
former is not true: I doubt therefore whether ‘I know that p’ 
does not always entail ‘I know with absolute certainty that 
p’. But even if ‘I know that p’ can be sometimes properly 
used to express something from which ‘I know with absolute 
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certainty that p’ does not follow, it is certainly also some- 
times used in such a way that if I don’t know with absolute 
certainty that p, then it follows that I don’t know that p. 
And I have been and shall be only concerned with uses of 
‘know’ of the latter kind, i.e. with such that ‘I know that 
p’ does entail ‘I know with absolute certainty that p’. And 
similarly, even if there are proper uses of the word ‘certain’, 
such that a thing can be ‘certain’ without being ‘absolutely 
certain’, there are certainly others (or at least one other) such 
that if a thing is not absolutely certain it cannot be truly said 
to be certain; and I have been and shall be concerned only 
with uses of ‘certain’ of this latter kind. 

Another comment which might be made upon what I have 
said is that, even if there is one use of ‘absolutely certain’ 
such that, as I said, it is never logically impossible that a 
contingent proposition should be absolutely certain, yet there 
is another use of ‘absolutely certain’ such that this is logically 
impossible—a sense of ‘absolutely certain’, that is to say, in 
which only propositions whose contradictories are self-contra- 
dictory can be absolutely certain. Propositions whose contra- 
dictories are self-contradictory have sometimes been called 
‘necessary truths’, sometimes ‘a priori propositions’, some- 
times ‘tautologies’; and it is sometimes held that the sense in 
which such propositions can be ‘certain’, and therefore also 
the sense in which they can be ‘known to be true’, must be 
different from the sense (if any) in which contingent propo- 
sitions are sometimes ‘certain’ and ‘known to be true’. That 
this may be so, I do not wish to deny. So far as I can see, it 
may be the case that, if I say, ‘I know that’ or ‘It is certain 
that’ ‘it is not the case that there are any triangular figures 
which are not trilateral’, or ‘I know that’ or ‘It is certain 
that’ ‘it is not the case that there are any human beings 
who are daughters and yet are not female’, I am using ‘know 
that’ and ‘it is certain that’ in a different sense from that 
in which J use them if I say ‘I know that’ or ‘It is certain 
that’ ‘I have some clothes on’; and it may be the case that 
only necessary truths can be known or be certain in the 
former sense. Accordingly, my statements that from the fact 
that a given proposition, p, is contingent it does not fol- 
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low that p is not known and is not certain, should be under- 
stood to mean only that there is at least one sense in which 
‘known’ and ‘certain’ can be properly used, such that this 
does not follow; just as all that I asserted positively before 
about the phrase ‘It is possible that’ was that there is at 
least one sense in which this phrase can be properly used, 
such that ‘p is contingent’ does not entail ‘It is possible that 
p is false’. 

Finally, there is one slightly puzzling point about our use 
of the phrases ‘it is possible that’ and ‘it is certain that’, 
which might lead some people to suspect that some of the 
things I have been saying about the consequences which fol- 
low from the fact that a given proposition is contingent are 
false, and which therefore I think I had better try to clear up 
at once. 

There are four main types of expression in which the word 
‘certain’ is commonly used. We may say ‘I feel certain 
that . . .’, or we may say ‘I am certain that. . .’, or we may 
say ‘I know for certain that. . .’, or finally we may say ‘It is 
certain that .. ... And if we compare the first of these ex- 
pressions with the two last, it is, of course, very obvious, and 
has been pointed out again and again, that whereas ‘I feel 
certain that p’ may quite well be true in a case in which p 
is not true—in other words that from the mere fact that I feel 
certain that so-and-so is the case it never follows that so-and- 
so is in fact the case—there is at least one common use of ‘I 
know for certain that p’ and ‘It is certain that p’ such that 
these things can’t be true unless p is true. This difference 
may be brought out by the fact that, e.g., ‘I felt certain that 
he would come, but in fact he didn’t’ is quite clearly not self- 
contradictory; it is quite clearly logically possible that I should 
have felt certain that he would come and that yet he didn’t; 
while, on the other hand, ‘I knew for certain that he would 
come, but he didn’t’ or ‘It was certain that he would come but 
he didn’t’ are, for at least one common use of those phrases, 
self-contradictory: the fact that he didn’t come proves that I 
didn’t know he would come, and that it wasn’t certain that he 
would, whereas it does not prove that I didn’t feel certain that 
he would. In other words, ‘I feel certain that p’ does not en- 
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tail that p is true (although by saying that I feel certain that 
p, I do imply that p is true), but ‘I know that p’ and ‘It is 
certain that p’ do entail that p is true; they can’t be true, un- 
less it is. As for the fourth expression ‘J am certain that...’ 
or ‘I am quite sure that . . .’ (it is perhaps worth noting 
that in the expressions ‘I feel certain that .. .’ and ‘I am 
certain that . . .’ the word ‘sure’ or the words ‘quite sure’ 
can be substituted for the word ‘certain’ without change of 
meaning, whereas in the expressions ‘I know for certain 
that...” or ‘it is certain that...’ this is not the case) 
these expressions are, I think, particularly liable to give rise 
to fallacious reasoning in philosophical discussions about cer- 
tainty, because, so far as I can see, they are sometimes used 
to mean the same as ‘I feel certain that. . .” and sometimes, 
on the contrary, to mean the same as ‘J know for certain that’. 
For instance, the expression ‘I was quite sure that he would 
come, but yet he didn’t’ can, it seems to me, be naturally 
used in such a way that it is not self-contradictory—which can 
only be the case if it is in that case merely another way of 
saying ‘I felt quite sure that he would come. . .’; but if on 
the other hand a philosopher were to say to me now (as many 
would say) “You can’t be quite sure that you are standing 
up’, he would certainly not be asserting that I can’t feel cer- 
tain that I am—a thing which he would not at all wish to 
dispute—and he certainly would be asserting that, even if I 
do feel certain that I am, I don’t or can’t know for certain 
that I am. 

There is, therefore, a clear difference in meaning between 
‘I feel certain that . . .” on the one hand, and ‘I know for 
certain that. . .’ or ‘It is certain that . . .’ on the other. But 
the point with which I am at present concerned is whether 
there is not also a difference of importance between each of 
these expressions ‘I feel certain that .. .’, ‘I am certain 
that .. .’, and ‘I know for certain that .. .’, on the one 
hand, and ‘It is certain that...’ on the other. The first 
three expressions are obviously, in spite of the important 
difference I have just pointed out between the first and the 
last of them, alike in one important respect—a respect which 
may be expressed by saying that their meaning is relative to 


Certainty 41 


the person who uses them. They are alike in this respect, be- 
cause they all contain the word ‘I’. In the case of every sen- 
tence which contains this word, its meaning obviously de- 
pends on who it is that says that sentence; if I say ‘I am 
hot’, what I assert by saying this is obviously something dif- 
ferent from what any other person would be asserting by say- 
ing exactly the same words; and it is obvious that what I 
assert by saying so may quite well be true even though what 
another person asserts by saying exactly the same words at 
exactly the same time is false. ‘I am hot’ said by me at a 
given time, does not contradict ‘I am not hot’ said by you at 
exactly the same time: both may perfectly well be true. And 
in the same way, if I say ‘I feel certain that there are win- 
dows in that wall’ or ‘I know for certain that there are win- 
dows’, I, by saying this, am making an assertion different 
from, and logically independent of, what another person 
would be asserting by saying exactly the same words at the 
same time: from the fact that I feel certain of or know for 
certain a given thing it never follows, in the case of any other 
person whatever, that he feels certain of or knows the thing 
in question, nor from the fact that he does does it ever follow 
that I do. But if we consider, by contrast, the expression ‘It 
is certain that there are windows in that wall’, it looks, at first 
sight, as if the meaning of this expression was not relative 
to the person who says it: as if it were a quite impersonal 
statement and should mean the same whoever says it, pro- 
vided it is said at the same time and provided the wall re- 
ferred to by the words ‘that wall’ is the same. It is, indeed, 
obvious, I think, that a thing can’t be certain, unless it is 
known: this is one obvious point that distinguishes the use 
of the word ‘certain’ from that of the word ‘true’; a thing 
that nobody knows may quite well be true, but cannot pos- 
sibly be certain. We can, then, say that it is a necessary con- 
dition for the truth of ‘It is certain that p’ that somebody 
should know that p is true. But the meaning of “Somebody 
knows that p is true’ is certainly not relative to the person 
who says it: it is as completely impersonal as “The sun is 
larger than the moon’, and if two people say it at the same 
time, then, if the one by saying it is saying something true, 
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so must the other be. If, therefore, ‘It is certain that p’ 
meant merely ‘Somebody knows that p is true’, then the 
meaning of ‘It is certain that p’ would not be relative to the 
person who says it, and there would then be an important 
difference between it, on the one hand, and ‘T feel certain 
that p’ or ‘I know for certain that p’ on the other, since the 
meaning of these two is relative to the person who says them. 
But though ‘Somebody knows that fp is true’ is a necessary 
condition for the truth of ‘It is certain that p’, it can be 
easily seen that it is not a sufficient condition; for if it were, 
it would follow that in any case in which somebody did 
know that p was true, it would always be false for anybody 
to say ‘It is not certain that p’. But in fact it is quite evi- 
dent that if I say now ‘It is not certain that Hitler is still 
alive’, I am not thereby committing myself to the statement 
that nobody knows that Hitler is still alive: my statement is 
quite consistent with its being true that Hitler is still alive, 
and that he himself and other persons know that he is so. 
The fact is, then, that all that follows from ‘Somebody knows 
that p is true’ is that somebody could say with truth ‘It is 
certain that p’: it does not follow that more than one per- 
son could; nor does it follow that there are not some who 
could say with truth ‘It is not certain that p’. Two different 
people, who say, at the same time about the same proposi- 
tion, p, the one ‘It is certain that p is true’, the other ‘It 
is not certain that p is true’, may both be saying what is true 
and not contradicting one another. It follows, therefore, that, 
in spite of appearances, the meaning of ‘It is certain that p’ 
is relative to the person who says it. And this, I think, is be- 
cause, as I have implied above, if anybody asserts ‘It is cer- 
tain that p’ part of what he is asserting is that he himself 
knows that p is true; so that, even if many other people do 
know that p is true, yet his assertion will be false, if he him- 
self does not know it. If, on the other hand, a person asserts 
‘It is not certain that p’ his assertion will not necessarily be 
true merely because he personally does not know that p is 
true, though it will necessarily be false if he personally does 
know that p is true. If I say ‘It is certain that p’, that I should 
know that p is true is both a necessary and sufficient condi- 
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tion for the truth of my assertion. But if I say ‘It is not 
certain that p’, then that I should not know that p is true, 
though it is a necessary, is not a sufficient condition for the 
truth of my assertion. And similarly the expression ‘It is pos- 
sible that p is true’ is, though it looks as if it were impersonal, 
really an expression whose meaning is relative to the person 
who uses it. If I say it, that I should not know that p is false, 
is a necessary, though not a sufficient, condition for the truth 
of my assertion; and hence if two people say it at the same 
time about the same proposition it is perfectly possible that 
what the one asserts should be true, and what the other as- 
serts false: since, if one of the two knows that p is false, his 
assertion will necessarily be false; whereas, if the other does 
not know that p is false, his assertion may be, though it will 
not necessarily be, true. On the other hand, if it were right 
to use the expression ‘It is logically possible that p’ as equiva- 
lent to ‘p is not self-contradictory’, then the meaning of ‘It is 
logically possible that p’ would not be relative to the person 
who says it. 

To sum up this digression. What I have said about the con- 
sequences of the fact that all those seven propositions with 
which I opened this lecture were contingent, is firstly (1) 
that this fact does not entail the consequence that I did not, 
when I made them, know them to be true; (2) that it does 
not entail the consequence that I could then have said with 
truth about any of them ‘It is possible that this is false’; and 
(3) that it does not entail the consequence that I could then 
have said with truth about any of them ‘It is not absolutely 
certain that this is true’. It follows that by asserting that those 
seven propositions were contingent, I have not committed 
myself to the view that they were not known to be true or 
that it was not absolutely certain they were. But on the other 
hand, even if I am right in saying that these consequences do 
not follow from the mere fact that they were contingent, it, 
of course, does not follow from this that I did know them to 
be true, when I asserted them, or that they were absolutely 
certain. The questions whether, when I first said that I was 
standing up, I did know that I was, and whether, therefore, 
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it was absolutely certain that I was, still remain completely 
open. 

(2) A second respect, in addition to the fact that they were 
all of them contingent, in which all those seven propositions 
resembled one another, was this: In the case of every one of 
them part at least of what I was asserting, in asserting it, was 
something from which nothing whatever about the state or 
condition of my own mind followed—something from which 
no psychological proposition whatever about myself followed. 
Fivery one of them asserted something which might have 
been true, no matter what the condition of my mind 
had been either at that moment or in the past. For instance, 
that I was then inside a room is something which might have 
been true, even if at the time I had been asleep and in a 
dreamless sleep, and no matter what my character or disposi- 
tion or mental abilities might have been: from that fact alone 
no psychological proposition whatever about myself followed. 
And the same is true of part at least of what I asserted in 
each of the other six propositions. I am going to refer to this 
common feature of all those seven propositions, by saying 
that they were all of them propositions which implied the 
existence of an external world—that is to say, of a world ex- 
ternal to my mind. These phrases “external world’ and ‘ex- 
ternal to my mind’ have often been used in philosophy; and 
I think that the way in which I am now proposing to use 
them is in harmony with the way in which they generally 
(though not always) have been used. It is indeed not obvious 
that my assertion that I was standing up implied the exist- 
ence of anything external to my body; but it has generally 
been clear that those who spoke of a world external to any 
given individual, meant by that a world external to that in- 
dividual’s mind, and that they were using the expression “ex- 
ternal to a mind’ in some metaphorical sense such that my 
body must be external to my mind. Accordingly a proposi- 
tion which implies the existence of my body does, for that 
reason alone, with this use of terminology, imply the exist- 
ence of a world external to my mind; and I think that the 
reason why it is said to do so is because from the existence 
of my body at a given time nothing whatever logically follows 
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as to the state or condition of my mind at that time. I think, 
therefore, that I am not saying anything that will be mis- 
leading to those familiar with philosophical terminology, if 
I say, for the reason given, that each of those seven assertions 
implied the existence of something external to my mind; 
and that hence, if I did know any one of them to be true, 
when I asserted it, the existence of an external world was at 
that time absolutely certain. If, on the other hand, as some 
philosophers have maintained, the existence of an external 
world is never absolutely certain, then it follows that I cannot 
have known any one of these seven propositions to be true. 

(3) A third characteristic which was common to all those 
seven propositions was one which I am going to express by 
saying that I had for each of them, at the time when I made 
it, the evidence of my senses. I do not mean by this that the 
evidence of my senses was the only evidence I had for them: 
I do not think it was. What I mean is that, at the time when 
I made each, I was seeing or hearing or feeling things (or, if 
that will make my meaning clearer, ‘having visual, auditory, 
tactile or organic sensations’), or a combination of these, such 
that to see or hear or feel those things was to have evidence 
(not necessarily conclusive evidence) for part at least of what 
I asserted when I asserted the proposition in question. In 
other words, in all seven cases, what I said was at least partly 
based on ‘the then present evidence of my senses’. 

(4) Fourth and finally, I think that all those seven asser- 
tions shared in common the following characteristic. Con- 
sider the class of all propositions which resemble them in the 
second respect I mentioned, namely, that they imply the ex- 
istence of something external to the mind of the person who 
makes them. It has been and still is held by many philoso- 
phers that no proposition which has this peculiarity is ever 
known to be true—is ever quite certain. And what I think is 
true of those seven propositions with which I began this lec- 
ture is this: namely, that, if I did not know them to be true 
when I made them, then those philosophers are right. That is 
to say, if those propositions were not certain, then nothing of 
the kind is ever certain: if they were not certain, then no 
proposition which implies the existence of anything external 
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to the mind of the person who makes it is ever certain. Take 
any one of the seven you like: the case for saying that I knew 
that one to be true when I made it is as strong as the case 
ever is for saying of any proposition which implies the exist- 
ence of something external to the mind of the person who 
makes it, that that person knows it to be true. 

This, it will be seen, is not a matter of logic. Obviously it 
is logically possible, for instance, that it should have been 
false then that I knew I was standing up and yet should be 
true now that I know J am standing up. And similarly in the 
other cases. But though this is logically possible—though the 
proposition “I know that I am standing up now, but I did not 
know then that I was’ is certainly not self-contradictory—yet 
it seems to me that it is certainly false. If I didn’t know then 
that I was standing up, then certainly I know nothing of the 
sort now, and never have known anything of the sort; and, 
not only so, but nobody else ever has. And similarly, con- 
versely (though this also is not a matter of logic), if I did 
know then that I was standing up then I certainly also know 
that I am standing up now, and have in the past constantly 
known things of the sort; and, not only so, but millions of 
other people have constantly known things of the sort: we all 
of us constantly do. In other words, those seven propositions 
of mine seem to be as good test-cases as could have been 
chosen (as good as, but also no better than thousands of 
others) for deciding between what seems to me to be the 
only real (though far from the only logically possible) alter- 
natives—namely the alternative that none of us ever knows 
for certain of the existence of anything external to his own 
mind, and the alternative that all of us—millions of us—con- 
stantly do. And it was because they seemed to me to be as 
good test-cases as could be chosen for deciding this that I 
chose them. 

But can we decide between these two alternatives? 

I feel that the discussion of this question is frightfully dif- 
ficult; and I feel sure that better and more decisive things 
could be said about it than I shall be able to say. All that I 
can do is to discuss, and that very inadequately, just one of 
the types of argument which have sometimes been alleged to 
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show that nobody ever has known for certain anything about 
a world external to his mind. 

Suppose I say now: ‘I know for certain that I am standing 
up; it is absolutely certain that I am; there is not the smallest 
chance that I am not.’ Many philosophers would say: “You 
are wrong: you do not know that you are standing up; it is 
not absolutely certain that you are; there is some chance, 
though perhaps only a very small one, that you are not.’ And 
one argument which has been used as an argument in favour 
of saying this, is an argument in the course of which the 
philosopher who used it would assert: “You do not know for 
certain that you are not dreaming; it is not absolutely certain 
that you are not; there is some chance, though perhaps only 
a very small one, that you are.’ And from this, that I do not 
know for certain that J am not dreaming, it is supposed to 
follow that I do not know for certain that I am standing up. 
It is argued: If it is not certain that you are not dreaming, 
then it is not certain that you are standing up. And that if 
I don’t know that I’m not dreaming, I also don’t know that 
I’m not sitting down, I don’t feel at all inclined to dispute. 
From the hypothesis that I am dreaming, it would, I think, 
certainly follow that I don’t know that I am standing up; 
though I have never seen the matter argued, and though it is 
not at all clear to me how it is to be proved that it would 
follow. But, on the other hand, from the hypothesis that 
I am dreaming, it certainly would not follow that I am not 
standing up; for it is certainly logically possible that a man 
should be fast asleep and dreaming, while he is standing up 
and not lying down. It is therefore logically possible that I 
should both be standing up and also at the same time dream- 
ing that I am; just as the story, about a well-known Duke of 
Devonshire, that he once dreamt that he was speaking in the 
House of Lords and, when he woke up, found that he was 
speaking in the House of Lords, is certainly logically possi- 
ble. And if, as is commonly assumed, when I am dreaming 
that I am standing up it may also be correct to say that I am 
thinking that I am standing up, then it follows that the hy- 
pothesis that I am now dreaming is quite consistent with the 
hypothesis that I am both thinking that I am standing up 
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and also actually standing up. And hence, if, as seems to me 
to be certainly the case and as this argument assumes, from 
the hypothesis that I am now dreaming it would follow that 
I don’t know that I am standing up, there follows a point 
which is of great importance with regard to our use of the 
word ‘knowledge’, and therefore also of the word ‘certainty’ 
—a point which has been made quite conclusively more than 
once by Russell, namely that from the conjunction of the 
two facts that a man thinks that a given proposition p is 
true, and that p is in fact true, it does not follow that the 
man in question knows that p is true: in order that I may be 
justified in saying that I know that I am standing up, some- 
thing more is required than the mere conjunction of the two 
facts that I both think I am and actually am—as Russell has 
expressed it, true belief is not identical with knowledge; and 
I think we may further add that even from the conjunction 
of the two facts that I feel certain that I am and that I 
actually am it would not follow that I know that I am, nor 
therefore that it is certain that I am. As regards the argument 
drawn from the fact that a man who dreams that he is stand- 
ing up and happens at the moment actually to be standing up 
will nevertheless not know that he is standing up, it should 
indeed be noted that from the fact that a man is dreaming 
that he is standing up, it certainly does not follow that he 
thinks he is standing up; since it does sometimes happen in a 
dream that we think that it is a dream, and a man who 
thought this certainly might, although he was dreaming that 
he was standing up, yet think that he was not, although he 
could not know that he was not. It is not therefore the case, 
as might be hastily assumed, that, if I dream that I am stand- 
ing up at a time when I am in fact lying down, I am neces- 
sarily deceived: I should be deceived only if I thought I was 
standing when I wasn’t; and I may dream that I am, without 
thinking that I am. It certainly does, however, often happen 
that we do dream that so-and-so is the case, without at the 
time thinking that we are only dreaming; and in such cases, I 
think we may perhaps be said to think that what we dream 
is the case is the case, and to be deceived if it is not the case; 
and therefore also, in such cases, if what we dream to be the 
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case happens also to be the case, we may be said to be think- 
ing truly that it is the case, although we certainly do not 
Rnow that it is. 

I agree, therefore, with that part of this argument which 
asserts that if I don’t know now that I’m not dreaming, it 
follows that I don’t know that I am standing up, even if I 
both actually am and think that I am. But this first part of 
the argument is a consideration which cuts both ways. For, 
if it is true, it follows that it is also true that if I do know 
that I am standing up, then I do know that I am not dream- 
ing. I can therefore just as well argue: since I do know that 
I’m standing up, it follows that I do know that I’m not dream- 
ing; aS my opponent can argue: since you don’t know that 
you're not dreaming, it follows that you don’t know that 
you're standing up. The one argument is just as good as the 
other, unless my opponent can give better reasons for assert- 
ing that I don’t know that I’m not dreaming, than I can give 
for asserting that I do know that I am standing up. 

What reasons can be given for saying that I don’t know for 
certain that I’m not at this moment dreaming? 

I do not think that I have ever seen clearly stated any argu- 
ment which is supposed to show this. But I am going to try 
to state, as clearly as I can, the premisses and the rcasonings 
from them, which I think have led so many philosophers to 
suppose that I really cannot now know for certain that I am 
not dreaming. 

I said, you may remember, in talking of the seven asser- 
tions with which I opened this lecture, that I had ‘the evi- 
dence of my senses’ for them, though I also said that I didn’t 
think this was the only evidence I had for them, nor that this 
by itself was necessarily conclusive evidence. Now if I had 
then ‘the evidence of my senses’ in favour of the proposition 
that I was standing up, I certainly have now the evidence of 
my senses in favour of the proposition that I am standing up, 
even though this may not be all the evidence that I have, 
and may not be conclusive. But have I, in fact, the evidence 
of my senses at all in favour of this proposition? One thing 
seems to me to be quite clear about our use of this phrase, 
namely, that, if a man at a given time is only dreaming that 
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he is standing up, then it follows that he has not at that 
time the evidence of his senses in favour of that proposition: 
to say ‘Jones last night was only dreaming that he was stand- 
ing up, and yet all the time he had the evidence of his senses 
that he was’ is to say something self-contradictory. But those 
philosophers who say it is possible that I am now dreaming, 
certainly mean to say also that it is possible that I am only 
dreaming that I am standing up; and this view, we now see, 
entails that it is possible that I have not the evidence of my 
senses that I am. If, therefore, they are right, it follows that 
it is not certain even that I have the evidence of my senses 
that I am; it follows that it is not certain that I have the 
evidence of my senses for anything at all. If, therefore, I were 
to say now, that I certainly have the evidence of my senses in 
favour of the proposition that I am standing up, even if it’s 
not certain that I am standing up, I should be begging the 
very question now at issue. For if it is not certain that I am 
not dreaming, it is not certain that I even have the evidence 
of my senses that J am standing up. 

But, now, even if it is not certain that I have at this mo- 
ment the evidence of my senses for anything at all, it is 
quite certain that I either have the evidence of my senses 
that I am standing up or have an experience which is very 
like having the evidence of my senses that I am standing up. 
If I am dreaming, this experience consists in having dream- 
images which are at least very like the sensations I should be 
having if I were awake and had the sensations, the having of 
which would constitute ‘having the evidence of my senses’ 
that I am standing up. Let us use the expression ‘sensory 
experience’, in such a way that this experience which I cer- 
tainly am having will be a ‘sensory experience’, whether or 
not it merely consists in the having of dream-images. If we 
use the expression ‘sensory experience’ in this way, we can 
say, I think, that, if it is not certain that I am not dreaming 
now, then it is not certain that all the sensory experiences I 
am now having are not mere dream-images. 

What then are the premisses and the reasonings which 
would lead so many philosophers to think that all the sen- 
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sory experiences I am having now may be mere dream-images 
—that I do not know for certain that they are not? 

So far as I can see, one premiss which they would certainly 
use would be this: ‘Some at least of the sensory experiences 
which you are having now are similar in important respects 
to dream-images which actually have occurred in dreams.’ 
This seems a very harmless premiss, and I am quite willing to 
admit that it is true. But I think there is a very serious ob- 
jection to the procedure of using it as a premiss in favour of 
the derived conclusion. For a philosopher who does use it as 
a premiss, is, I think, in fact implying, though he does not 
expressly say, that he himself knows it to be true. He is im- 
plying therefore that he himself knows that dreams have oc- 
curred. And, of course, I think he would be right. All the 
philosophers I have ever met or heard of certainly did know 
that dreams have occurred: we all know that dreams have 
occurred. But can he consistently combine this proposition 
that he knows that dreams have occurred, with his conclu- 
sion that he does not know that he is not dreaming? Can 
anybody possibly know that dreams have occurred, if, at the 
time, he does not himself know that he is not dreaming? If 
he is dreaming, it may be that he is only dreaming that 
dreams have occurred; and if he does not know that he is 
not dreaming, can he possibly know that he is not only dream- 
ing that dreams have occurred? Can he possibly know there- 
fore that dreams have occurred? I do not think that he can; 
and therefore I think that anyone who uses this premiss and 
also asserts the conclusion that nobody ever knows that he 
is not dreaming, is guilty of an inconsistency. By using this 
premiss he implies that he himself knows that dreams have 
occurred; while, if his conclusion is true, it follows that he 
himself does not know that he is not dreaming, and there- 
fore does not know that he is not only dreaming that dreams 
have occurred. 

However, I admit that the premiss is true. Let us now try 
to see by what sort of reasoning it might be thought that we 
could get from it to the conclusion. 

I do not see how we can get forward in that direction at 
all, unless we first take the following huge step, unless we 
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say, namely: since there have been dream-images similar in 
important respects to some of the sensory experiences I am 
now having, it is logically possible that there should be dream- 
images exactly like all the sensory experiences I am now hav- 
ing, and logically possible, therefore, that all the sensory ex- 
periences I am now having are mere dream-images. And it 
might be thought that the validity of this step could be sup- 
ported to some extent by appeal to matters of fact, though 
only, of course, at the cost of the same sort of inconsistency 
which I have just pointed out. It might be said, for instance, 
that some people have had dream-images which were exactly 
like sensory experiences which they had when they were 
awake, and that therefore it must be logically possible to 
have a dream-image exactly like a sensory experience which is 
not a dream-image. And then it may be said: If it is logi- 
cally possible for some dream-images to be exactly like sen- 
sory experiences which are not dream-images, surely it must 
be logically possible for all the dream-images occurring in a 
dream at a given time to be exactly like sensory experiences 
which are not dream-images, and logically possible also for 
all the sensory experiences which a man has at a given time 
when he is awake to be exactly like all the dream-images 
which he himself or another man had in a dream at another 
time. 

Now I cannot see my way to deny that it is logically possi- 
ble that all the sensory experiences I am having now should 
be mere dream-images. And if this is logically possible, and 
if further the sensory experiences I am having now were the 
only experiences I am having, I do not see how I could pos- 
sibly know for certain that I am not dreaming. 

But the conjunction of my memories of the immediate past 
with these sensory experiences may be sufficient to enable me 
to know that I am not dreaming. I say it may be. But what if 
our sceptical philosopher says: It is not sufficient; and offers 
as an argument to prove that it is not, this: It is logically 
possible both that you should be having all the sensory ex- 
periences you are having, and also that you should be remem- 
bering what you do remember, and yet should be dreaming. 
If this is logically possible, then I don’t see how to deny that 
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I cannot possibly know for certain that J am not dreaming: 
I do not see that I possibly could. But can any reason be 
given for saying that it is logically possible? So far as I know 
nobody ever has, and I don’t know how anybody ever could. 
And so long as this is not done my argument, ‘I know that 
I am standing up, and therefore I know that I am not dream- 
ing’, remains at least as good as his, “You don’t know that 
you are not dreaming, and therefore don’t know that you are 
standing up’. And I don’t think I’ve ever seen an argument 
expresslv directed to show that it is not. 

One final point should be made clear. It is certainly logi- 
cally possible that I should have been dreaming now; I might 
have been dreaming now; and therefore the proposition that 
I am dreaming now is not self-contradictory. But what I am 
in doubt of is whether it is logically possible that I should 
both be having all the sensory experiences and the memories 
that I have and yet be dreaming. The conjunction of the 
proposition that I have these sense experiences and memo- 
ries with the proposition that I am dreaming does seem to 
me to be very likely self-contradictory.* 


*It should, I think, be mentioned that Moore was particularly 
dissatisfied with the last four paragraphs of this paper, and I believe 
that he was thinking primarily of these paragraphs when he wrote, 
in the Preface [to Philosophical Papers], that the paper contains 
bad mistakes.—Casimir Lewy. 


DREAMING AND SKEPTICISM 
NORMAN MALCOLM 


In the First Meditation, Descartes represents himself as 
at first having the thought that surely it is certain that he is 
seated by the fire, and then as rejecting this thought in the 
following remark: “I cannot, however, but remind myself that 
on many occasions I have in sleep been deceived by similar 
illusions; and on more careful study of them I see that there 
are no certain marks distinguishing waking from sleep. . . .”! 
I believe that it is worth while reflecting on his assertion that 
he has often been deceived when asleep. In his reply to the 
objections against the Meditations raised by Hobbes, he re- 
peats this assertion in the form of a rhetorical question: “For 
who denies that in his sleep a man may be deceived?” 

Descartes is clearly implying that while a man is asleep a 
certain thought may occur to him or he may come to believe 
something or to affirm something. And there is no doubt that 
he held this to be so.? In the Fifth Meditation he says that 
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1 Norman Kemp Smith, Descartes’ Philosophical Writings (Lon- 
don, 1952), p. 198; hereafter cited as DPW. 

2. Haldane and G. Ross, The Philosophical Works of Descartes 
(Cambridge, 1934), II, 78; hereafter cited as HR. 

3 Other philosophers have held it too. Aristotle, in a short paper 
on dreams, says: “It is... a fact that the soul makes . . . asser- 
tions in sleep” (De Somnis, in The Basic Works of Aristotle, ed. by 
R. McKeon [New York, 1941], p. 618). Kant, in An Inquiry into 
the Distinctness of the Principles of Natural Theology and Morals, 
says: “In deepest sleep perhaps the greatest perfection of the mind 
might be exercised in rational thought. For we have no reason for 
asserting the opposite except that we do not remember the idea when 
awake. This reason, however, proves nothing” (Immanuel Kant, 
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“once I have recognized that there is a God, and that all 
things depend on Him, and that He is not a deceiver, and 
from this, in turn, have inferred that all things which I clearly 
and distinctly apprehend are of necessity true,” then no 
grounds remain for doubting any of the things that he re- 
members as having been previously demonstrated—for ex- 
ample, the truths of geometry. He continues: 


Will it be said that perhaps I am dreaming (an objection 
I myself raised a little while ago), that is, that all the 
thoughts I am now entertaining are no more true than 
those which come to me in dreams? Even so, what dif- 
ference would that make? For even should I be asleep 
and dreaming, whatever is present to my understanding 
in an evident manner is indisputably true. [DPW, 247] 


Descartes thinks that a man might have thoughts and make 
judgments while sleeping, and if those thoughts are “clear 
and distinct” they are true, despite the fact that he is sleep- 
ing. This doctrine is plainly set forth in his reply to the 
Jesuit, Bourdin: “. . . everything which anyone clearly and 
distinctly perceives is true, although that person in the mean- 
time may doubt whether he is dreaming or awake, nay, if you 
want it so, even though he is really dreaming or is delirious” 
(HR II, 267). In Part IV of the Discourse, Descartes re- 
marks that “whether awake or asleep, we ought never to al- 
low ourselves to be persuaded save on the evidence of our 
treason” (DPW, 146). Here he implies that a man can rea- 
son, can be persuaded, and can resist persuasion—though all 
the while he is asleep! 

His view is that when we sleep the same kinds of mental 
states and mental occurrences are present in us as when 
awake; the difference is that, as a general rule, our minds 
don’t work as well when we are asleep.4 But they work. In- 
deed, they must do so; for the “essence” or “principal attri- 


Critique of Practical Reason and Other Writings in Moral Philoso- 
phy, ed. by L. W. Beck [Chicago, 1949], p. 275). 

4 As Gilson puts Descartes’ view: “Sleep does not constitute in 
itself a state of error, but simply, because of physiological conditions, 
a state less favorable than waking to the free exercise of thought” 
(E. Gilson, René Descartes: Discours de la Méthode: Texte et com- 
mentaire [Paris, 1930], p. 366). 
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bute” of mental substance is consciousness, and so long as a 
mind exists there must exist “modes” of that essence, i.e. 
states of consciousness, mental occurrences, mental acts. As 
Descartes says in a letter: 


I had good reason to assert that the human soul is al- 
ways conscious in any circumstances—even in a mother’s 
womb, For what more certain or more evident reason 
could be required than my proof that the soul’s nature 
or essence consists in its being conscious, just as the es- 
sence of a body consists in its being extended? A thing 
can never be deprived of its own essence.® 


Descartes conceives of a dream as being a part of this con- 
tinuous mental life. The thoughts of a dream are _ real 
thoughts. The feelings in a dream are real feelings. Descartes 
holds that to be frightened in a dream is to be frightened in 
the same sense as that in which I should be frightened now 
if half of the ceiling were suddenly to fall. He holds that the 
proposition “In my dream last night I was frightened” entails 
the proposition “Last night I was frightened.” He holds that 
if in my dream I thought someone was at the door, then I 
had this thought, while asleep, in the very same sense as that 
in which I should have it now were I to hear the doorbell. It 
is only because Descartes conceives of a dream as composed 
of thoughts and sensations, in the same sense that a period 
of waking life is, that he is able, in the First Meditation, to 
derive a ground for doubting his senses from the fact that 
sometimes he dreams. According to his conception, the iden- 
tical thoughts and sensations that you had when you were 
wide awake could have occurred to you when you were asleep. 
The content of a dream and of a waking episode could be the 
same. From this it follows “that there are no certain marks 
distinguishing waking from sleep.” I will try to show that this 
conception is mistaken. 


5C, Adam and P. Tannery, Guvres de Descartes (Paris, 1899), 
III, 423; translation by E. Anscombe and P. Geach, Descartes: Phit- 
osophical Writings (Edinburgh, 1954), p. 266. 
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I 


To begin with, I should like to call attention to the familiar 
distinction between being sound asleep and being half asleep. 
It is noteworthy that in American colloquial speech the phrase 
“dead to the world” is a synonym of the phrase “sound 
asleep” and not, of course, a synonym of the phrase “half 
asleep.” If a man is half asleep he is also partly awake but 
not “clear” awake. Many different degrees of being asleep fall 
under the heading “half asleep.” The criteria we commonly 
use for determining whether another person is or was sound 
asleep are different from the criteria we use for determining 
whether he is or was half asleep. It would seem that the 
former criteria are of two sorts: (1) a “present-tense” cri- 
terion, and (2) a “past-tense” criterion. We use the “present- 
tense” criterion to determine whether someone is (not was) 
sound asleep. It consists of things of this kind: that his eyes 
are closed, his body inert, his breathing rhythmical, and 
(more important) that he is unresponsive to questions, com- 
mands, and stimuli of moderate intensity. (Example: The 
sleeper does not react in any way when the carpenter begins 
hammering in the next room. In contrast, he might have 
rolled over and muttered a sleepy protest against the noise.) 
The “past-tense” criterion is used to determine whether a per- 
son was (not is) sound asleep, and it can be satisfied only 
when he is awake. It applies when the present-tense criterion 
has not been fulfilled in such a way that all question is re- 
moved as to whether the person is or is not sound asleep. 
We wait until he is awake and then find out whether he has 
any knowledge of what transpired in his vicinity while he was 
asleep: if he has none it is confirmed that he was sound 
asleep. (Example: He is surprised to learn that there was 
hammering close by while he slept: he has no recollection of 
any noise.) These two sorts of criterion can combine or con- 
flict in many ways. It is possible that there should be cases 
in which there is no correct answer to the question “Was he 
sound asleep?” 
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The criteria of someone’s being half asleep would seem to 
fall into the same two categories. The main difference be- 
tween the present-tense criteria for being sound asleep and 
for being half asleep is that if someone is merely half asleep 
he will be in some degree responsive to questions, com- 
mands, and disturbances, although only sluggishly or groggily 
so. The main difference in the past-tense criteria for these 
two conditions is that if someone was only half asleep then 
he will be able to produce, when fully awake, some account 
of what took place in his immediate vicinity while he was 
half asleep, an account that will, however, be hazy and in- 
complete.® (A refinement of this last difference, pertaining to 
dreaming, is mentioned in footnote 9.) 


II 


In the next place, I wish to compare the following two 

sentences: 

(1) “I am sound asleep.” 

(2) “I was sound asleep.” 
Although (1) and (2) differ grammatically only in tense, (1) 
is seen, straight off, to be a queer sentence, but (2) is not. 
Wherein lies the oddity of (1)? 

Let us say that when a person utters or writes a sentence 
he can use the sentence to claim or afhrm or assert some- 
thing. It will depend on circumstances whether one has used 
a sentence to claim something, or whether one has merely 
uttered the sentence in order to call attention to the sen- 
tence itself, as I might utter (1) merely to call attention to 
it. (Also, of course, a sentence may be used to give a com- 
mand or to put a question, and so on.) Now it is obvious 
that sentence (2), “I was sound asleep,” can be and is used 


6 The psychoanalyst Lawrence Kubie remarks that “sleep is a psy- 
chologically active state, and we are never completely asleep, nor 
completely awake” (E. Hilgard, L. Kubie, and E. Pumpian-Mindlin, 
Psychoanalysis as Science [Stanford, 1952], p. 95). One wonders 
whether Kubie is so using the words that no one could be “com- 
pletely awake” or “completely asleep.” 
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to claim or affirm or assert something. I shall express this by 
saying that it can be “used as an assertion.” 

The question now is whether (1) can be used as an as- 
sertion. It is not hard to see that there would be an absurdity 
in attempting to so use it. Suppose that I am in bed and 
that you come and shake me and ask “Are you asleep?” and 
that I reply “I am sound asleep.” It would be amusing if 
you took me as claiming that I am sound asleep and then 
concluded from this that I am sound asleep. (“He says that 
he is sound asleep, and he ought to know.”) The absurdity 
that would lie in the use of the sentence “I am sound asleep” 
as an assertion consists in this: if a person claims that he is 
sound asleep then he is not sound asleep. Notice that “claims” 
is a stronger verb here than “says.” There is a sense of “says” 
in which a person says whatever words come out of his mouth. 
In this sense a man who is sound asleep can say things: he 
may talk in his sleep. He could say, in this sense, “I am sound 
asleep”; but this would not prove that he is not sound asleep. 
He is not claiming that he is sound asleep. 

The absurdity that I am trying to describe does not lie in 
my uttering the words “I am sound asleep” but in my claim- 
ing or afhrming or asserting that I am sound asleep. Whether 
I make the claim by using spoken or written words or by any 
other audible or visible signs is, therefore, irrelevant. If I use 
no physical signs but merely affrm in my mind that I am 
sound asleep (as I might affirm in my mind that my com- 
panion is a bore), it follows that I am not sound asleep. 

The matter can be put by saying that the assertion “I am 
sound asleep” would be, in a certain sense, self-contradictory. 
The sentence “I am sound asleep” does not express a self- 
contradiction in the way in which the sentence “A is taller 
than B and B is taller than A,” expresses a self-contradiction. 
If the latter sentence were written down in front of you, you 
could straight off deduce a proposition of the form “p and 
not-p.” You cannot do this with “I am sound asleep.” But as 
soon as you bring in the notion of a person’s asserting or 
claiming that he is sound asleep then you get a kind of self- 
contradiction. It would be an assertion of such a nature that 
making the assertion would contradict the truth of the asser- 
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tion. The proposition “I am sound asleep” (if it can be called 
a “proposition”) does not entail the proposition “I am not 
sound asleep.” But if I am asserting that I am sound asleep 
then I am not sound asleep. If I am asserting that I am 
sound asleep someone else is entitled to say of me “He claims 
that he is sound asleep.” And this latter proposition, “He 
claims that he is sound asleep” (if it can be called a “propo- 
sition”), entails the proposition “He is not sound asleep.” 
Thus the first-person assertion “I am sound asleep” and the 
related third-person proposition “He claims that he is sound 
asleep” may each, with propriety I think, be called “self- 
contradictory,” although in somewhat different senses. In 
neither case, of course, is it that “strict” kind of self-contra- 
diction that is illustrated by my “taller” sentence: for the 
latter expresses something from which there follows a prop- 
osition of the form “p and not-p”; whereas neither from “I 
am sound asleep” nor from “He claims that he is sound 
asleep” does there follow any proposition of that form. The 
kind of self-contradiction is this: if someone claims that he is 
sound asleep then it follows that he is not what he claims. 
It is an assertion that would necessarily be false each time it 
was made. 

Not only is there a kind of self-contradiction in claiming 
or affirming that one is sound asleep; there is the same kind 
of self-contradiction in wondering or conjecturing whether 
one is sound asleep, or in being in doubt about it. The propo- 
sition “He wonders whether he is sound asleep” is absurd in 
the same way that the proposition “He claims that he is sound 
asleep” is absurd. From either of them equally there follows 
the proposition “He is not sound asleep.” So not merely is 
the assertion “I am sound asleep” self-contradictory: the 
question “Am I sound asleep?” is self-contradictory in the 
same sense. And if the thought should occur to you that 
you are sound asleep it would be a self-contradictory thought. 
And if you should be under the impression that you are 
sound asleep it would be a self-contradictory impression: for 
the proposition “He is under the impression (it seems to 
him) that he is sound asleep” entails the proposition “He is 
not sound asleep.” 
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Finally, it should be mentioned that the proposition “He 
knows (he realizes, he is aware) that he is sound asleep” is a 
self-contradictory proposition in the “strict” sense. Therefore, 
a person who is sound asleep cannot know, realize, or be 
aware that he is.7 

Of course, a person can dream that he is sound asleep and 
can dream that he knows that he is sound asleep. It can be 
said of a person who dreamt either of these things that “he 
knew in his dream” that he was sound asleep. What my ar- 
gument proves is that knowing-in-your-dream that you are 
sound asleep is not knowing that you are sound asleep. 


Il 


So far I have called attention to the fact that if a person 
afhrms, doubts, thinks, or questions that he is sound asleep 
then he is not sound asleep—and also to the fact that a person 
who is sound asleep cannot know that he is. But now it is 
important to see that if a person affirms, doubts, thinks, or 
questions anything whatever (and not merely that he is sound 
asleep) then he is not sound asleep. No doubt all of those 
verbs have “dispositional” senses: for example, you can truly 
say of a man who is in fact sound asleep that he affirms that 
war will break out within the year. But it is not that sense 
of those verbs to which I am referring. If we take “He af- 
firms that there will be a war” in the sense in which it means 
“At this very moment he is affirming that there will be a 
war,” then it entails “He is not sound asleep.” In this “non- 
dispositional” sense of those verbs, “He is afhrming (doubt- 
ing, thinking, questioning) that p” entails “He is not sound 
asleep,” regardless of what proposition is substituted for “p.” 
Surely it is obvious that if “He is claiming that he is sound 


7A proposition of the form “He knows that p” differs from a 
proposition of the form “He claims (thinks, conjectures, doubts) that 
p,” in the respect that the former entails “p,” the latter not. There- 
fore, “He knows that he is sound asleep” is self-contradictory in the 
“strict” sense: for, like propositions of the latter form, it entails “He 
is not sound asleep”; and, unlike those of the latter form, it entails 
“He is sound asleep.” 
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asleep” entails “He is not sound asleep,” then also “He is 
claiming that someone is at the door” entails “He is not sound 
asleep.” And likewise, if the thought has struck him that 
there might be someone at the door, or if he wonders whether 
there is, or if he doubts that there is, or if it seems to him 
that there is, or if he is afraid that there is—then he is not 
sound asleep. To state the principle for which I am arguing 
in its most general form: if a person is in any state of con- 
sciousness it logically follows that he is not sound asleep. The 
proposition with which I started my argument—namely, the 
proposition that “He claims that he is sound asleep” entails 
“He is not sound asleep”—is a special case of this general! prin- 
ciple, which may be expressed in Cartesian terms as follows: 
Cogito ergo non dormio. 

When Descartes declared, in the course of his Reply to 
Gassendi’s objections to the Meditations, that “when we sleep 
we perceive that we are dreaming” (HR II, 212), he was 
mistaken if he meant that when we are sound asleep we per- 
ceive that we are dreaming.® 

The fact is that if someone is in bed with his eyes closed, 
whatever serves as a criterion for saying that just now he is 
thinking that so-and-so is the case, or is wondering or doubt- 
ing whether it is, or perceives that it is—also serves as a cri- 
terion for saying that he is not sound asleep. 

And if one cannot have thoughts while sound asleep, one 
cannot be deceived while sound asleep. 


IV 


There will be a temptation to conclude that, if all the fore- 
going is true, then clearly a person cannot dream when sound 
asleep. But this would be a mistake. Our normal criterion 
for someone’s having had a dream is that, upon awaking, he 
relates (“tells”) a dream. Suppose that the present-tense and 


8 Note the following consequence drawn by Freud from his theory 
of dreams: “Throughout the whole of our sleep we are just as certain 
that we are dreaming as we are certain that we are sleeping” (The 
Interpretation of Dreams, in The Basic Writings of Sigmund Freud, 
ed. by A. A. Brill [New York, 1938], p. 513). 
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past-tense criteria of sound sleep were satisfied in the case 
of a certain person—i.e. his body was inert, his breathing was 
heavy and rhythmical (perhaps he even snored); he did not 
react to moderately loud noises or to occurrences in his im- 
mediate vicinity that would have provoked his lively interest 
had he known about them: furthermore, when he woke up 
he had no suspicion that those noises and incidents had oc- 
curred. Also suppose that on awaking he related a dream. It 
would have been established both that he slept soundly and 
that he dreamt.?® 


® The proposition “I was sound asleep” has, on my view, the na- 
ture of an inference. I conclude that I was sound asleep from things 
that I notice or learn after or as I wake up. For example, I find 
out that while I slept for the past hour a heavy tractor was making 
an uproar a hundred feet away, yet I have no recollection of hearing 
any noise. I infer that I was very soundly asleep. 

I must mention here a complicating subtlety. Suppose, in the above 
example, I dreamt that I heard a roaring and clanking (like that of a 
nearby tractor) and dreamt that this noise was made by a dinosaur. 
I believe we should be inclined to say that I heard the tractor in my 
sleep, although I had no suspicion, upon awakening, that there had 
been such goings-on, until I was told. I think we should also be in- 
clined to say that my sleep was not completely sound, that I was not 
utterly “dead to the world.” I think that in general a certain degree 
of similarity between the events of a dream and the events occurring 
within normal perceptual range of the sleeper counts in favor of say- 
ing both that the sleeper faintly perceived the latter events and that 
his sleep was not an absolutely deep sleep. This would be so even 
if the sleeper had no idea, after awaking, that the events in question 
had occurred. I doubt that there is any way of specifying what the 
degree of similarity must be. I will comment briefly on two examples 
adduced by T. M. Yost, Jr., and Donald Kalish in their paper ‘“‘Miss 
Macdonald on Sleeping and Waking” (Philosophical Quarterly, April 
1955). One is of an asthmatic who dreams that he is suffocating 
and finds on awaking that he is suffocating. The right thing to say 
here, I think, is that his dream was partly a perception of the reality, 
and also that it was not a dream of perfectly sound sleep. The other 
example is that of a person in California who dreams that the Wash- 
ington Monument is being painted blue. A dream with such a con- 
tent would not count against the dreamer’s having been sound asleep, 
even if the Monument were being painted blue at the time he slept. 
What would indicate that a dreamer’s sleep was not a very deep one 
would not be that his dream was veridical, but that the content of 
the dream suggests that he was to some extent perceptive of things 
that he would probably have perceived clearly, located as he was, had 
he been awake. 
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Vv 


I will anticipate, at this point, a very general sort of ob- 
jection to the manner in which I argue. It will be said that I 
am assuming throughout that there are criteria for determin- 
ing whether a person other than myself is or was thinking, or 
frightened, or awake, or asleep; i.e. I am assuming that I have 
criteria for the existence of particular sorts of mental oc- 
currences and states of consciousness in other persons, those 
criteria being of such a nature that if they are fully satisfied 
the existence of those occurrences and states is established 
beyond question—whereas, the objection runs, there are no 
such criteria and could be none: at best I only have evidence, 
which makes the existence of those mental states and occur- 
rences in Others more or less probable. It is true that I make 
this “assumption.” I believe that to deny it leads one to the 
view that each person teaches himself what fright, doubt, 
thinking, and all other mental phenomena are, by noting his 
own fright, doubt, etc.: each person “knows from his own 
case” what these things are. And this view leads to the un- 
tenable notion of a language that “I alone can understand.” 
I will not attempt here to show either that the denial of the 
above “assumption” has this consequence or that it is untena- 
ble. I believe that both of these things have been established 
by Wittgenstein in his Philosophical Investigations. A rough 
guide to some of his thoughts on this topic may be found 
in my review of that book (Philosophical Review, October 


1954). 


VI 


Let us consider again Descartes’ famous remark: “I can- 
not, however, but remind myself that on many occasions I 
have in sleep been deceived by simular illusions; and on more 
careful study of them I see that there are no certain marks 
distinguishing waking from sleep.” Of course, if by “sleep” he 
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means sound sleep, then it is false that in sleep he could 
ever have been deceived by any illusions whatever. But I want 
to pay particular attention to the idea that there are no cer- 
tain marks distinguishing waking from sleep, an idea that has 
been commonly entertained and accepted by philosophers. 
Socrates put to Theaetetus the question: 


What evidence could be appealed to, supposing we were 
asked at this very moment whether we are asleep or 
awake—dreaming all that passes through our minds or 
talking to one another in the waking state? 


To which Theaetetus replied: 


Indeed, Socrates, I do not see by what evidence it is to 
be proved; for the two conditions correspond in every 
circumstance like exact counterparts. The conversation 
we have just had might equally well be one that we 
merely think we are carrying on in our sleep; and when 
it comes to thinking in a dream that we are telling other 
dreams, the two states are extraordinarily alike.1° 


Bertrand Russell says the following: 


I dreamed last night that I was in Germany, in a house 
which looked out on a ruined church; in my dream |] 
supposed at first that the church had been bombed dur- 
ing the recent war, but was subsequently informed that 
its destruction dated from the wars of religion in the 
sixteenth century. All this, so long as I remained asleep, 
had all the convincingness of waking life. I did really 
have the dream, and did really have an experience in- 
trinsically indistinguishable from that of seeing a ruined 
church when awake. It follows that the experience which 
I call “seeing a church” is not conclusive evidence that 
there is a church, since it may occur when there is no 
such external object as I suppose in my dream. It may 
be said that, though when dreaming I may think that I 
am awake, when I wake up I know that I am awake. But 
I do not see how we are to have any such certainty... . 
I do not believe that I am now dreaming, but I cannot 


10 F, M. Cornford, Plato’s Theory of Knowledge (London, 1935), 
P- 53- 
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prove that I am not. I am, however, quite certain that I 
am having certain experiences, whether they be those of 
a dream or those of waking life.1! 


This manner of comparing dreaming and waking inevitably 
results in the skeptical question: “How can I tell whether 
at this moment I am awake or asleep?” and in the skeptical 
conclusion: “I cannot tell.” The conception that underlies 
the comparison is the following: “Take any sequence of sen- 
sations, thoughts, and feelings. That same sequence could oc- 
cur either when you were awake or when you were asleep and 
dreaming. The two conditions, being awake and being asleep, 
can have the same content of experience. Therefore, you can- 
not tell from the sensations, thoughts, and feelings them- 
selves, at the time you are having them, whether you are 
awake or asleep.” 

If, however, we state the problem in terms of sound sleep, 
and bear in mind my preceding argument, then we see at 
least one respect in which this conception is mistaken. When 
a person is sound asleep he cannot have any sensations, 
thoughts, and feelings at all; sound sleep cannot, in this sense, 
have any “content of experience.” This is so regardless of 
whether or not the sleeper dreams. Therefore it is not true, 
but senseless, to say that sound sleep and waking are “in- 
distinguishable” from one another, or that they are “exact 
counterparts.” For the meaning of this philosophical remark 
is that identically the same sensations, impressions, and 
thoughts could occur to one in either condition. But one 
might as well assert that a house and the mental image of a 
house could have the same weight; it is as meaningless to at- 
tribute sensations, impressions, thoughts, or feelings to sound 
sleep as to attribute weight to a mental image. 

It is undoubtedly an ordinary use of language to call a 
dream an “experience”: one may say of an unpleasant dream 
“T hope that I won’t have that experience again.” In this sense 
a man can have experiences when sound asleep. But this use 
of the word “experience” should not mislead us. In his dream 


11B. A. W. Russell, Human Knowledge (New York, 1948), pp. 
171-172. 
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a man may see, hear, think, feel emotion. To say that “in his 
dream” he thought his bed was on fire and was frightened, is 
equivalent to saying that he dreamt that he thought his bed 
was on fire and dreamt that he was frightened. The fallacy 
I am warning against is to conclude “He was frightened” from 
“He dreamt that he was frightened,” and “He thought his 
bed was on fire” from “He dreamt that he thought his bed 
was on fire.” The experience of thinking your bed is on fire 
and (if you are sound asleep) of thinking in your dream that 
your bed is on fire are “experiences” in different senses of the 
word. 


VII 


In the notion of the dream of sound sleep there is no foot- 
hold for philosophical skepticism. It is an error to say that a 
person cannot tell whether he is awake or sound asleep and 
dreaming. For this implies (a) that he might think he was 
awake and yet be sound asleep—which is impossible. And it 
implies (b) that he might think he was sound aslcep and yet 
be awake. Now (b), unlike (a), is not impossible: but the 
thought that the man has—namely, that he is sound asleep— 
is self-contradictory (in the special sense that I explained), 
and a little reflection could teach him that it is. Whether 
or not a particular person would see this point of logic, in 
any case no general ground for skepticism is provided. 

But it is also an error to say that a man can tell whether 
or not he is sound asleep. For this would imply that he had 
some criterion or test at hand for determining the matter, 
and there is an absurdity in this idea—for he could not even 
use a criterion unless he were not sound asleep, and so noth- 
ing could turn on the “outcome” of using it. Therefore, it is 
wrong to say either that you can tell or cannot tell (in the 
sense of determine) that you are sound asleep and dreaming, 
or that you are awake. 

There is a temptation to object to the preceding argument 
in the following way: “even if I cannot have thoughts and 
sensations during sound sleep, yet when I dream during sound 


Cc 
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sleep it seems to me that I am having thoughts and sensa- 
tions, and so there remains the problem of determining, at 
any given time, whether I am having thoughts and sensations 
or merely seeming to have them.”!2 The pretty obvious an- 
swer to this is that to a person who is sound asleep, “dead to 
the world,” things cannot even seem. He cannot hear the 
telephone ring nor can it seem to him that it rings. Suppose 
that A is apparently sound asleep, but that B makes the fol- 
lowing report to C: “It seems to A that he hears the telephone 
ringing.” C’s natural reply would be: “Why, I thought that 
he was sound asleep!” Whatever movements, gestures, or ut- 
terances of A’s indicate that it seems to him that the tele- 
phone is ringing, also indicate, to an equal degree, that he is 
not sound asleep. 

Another objection to my argument is the following: 
“Granted that while a person is sound asleep he gives no in- 
dication of having any thoughts or of being conscious of any- 
thing, nevertheless upon awaking he might testify that such 
and such a thought had occurred to him while he slept. Like- 
wise, nothing in the demeanor of the man who is quietly 
smoking his pipe reveals that the thought of resigning his 
government post has just occurred to him; but afterwards he 
may declare that it did first occur to him then. You would 
accept his testimony! Now, why shouldn’t you accept it in 
the other case too? Since the cases are similar it is merely 
dogmatic and unreasonable to reject his testimony there while 
accepting it here.” 

It is true enough that a man’s, declaration that a certain 
thought passed through his mind on a particular occasion in 
the very recent past is used by others as a criterion of that 
thought’s having passed through his mind on that past 
occasion, even though his behavior at the time gave no indica- 
tion of it. Similarly, someone who is calmly discussing some- 
thing with you and giving no indication of physical discom- 
fort, may later declare that he felt slightly ill just then; and 


12 Socrates in the Republic asks: “Does not dreaming, whether 
one is awake or asleep, consist in mistaking a semblance for the reality 
it resembles?” (F. M. Cornford, The Republic of Plato [New York, 


1945], p. 183). 
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you will probably use his declaration as a criterion of his 
having felt slightly ill just then, even though he gave no sign 
of it. But note that we have said that he did not, in fact, 
give any sign of it. He could have done so. Whercas it is 
false that a man who is sound asleep could, while he is sound 
asleep, give any signs or indications that a certain thought 
was occurring to him or that he was experiencing some sen- 
sation.13 For any sign of this would also be a sign that he 
was at least partly awake. 

If a man were to get up from an apparently sound sleep 
and declare that while he was lying there a certain thought 
had occurred to him we might conclude that he was about 
to tell us something that he had dreamt; or we might con- 
clude that, despite appearances, he had not been sound 
asleep; or we might conclude that he had awakened with that 
thought. Famous men testify to having solved difficult prob- 
lems in their sleep. This can seem a paradox until we under- 
stand what it means: namely, that they went to sleep with- 
out a solution and woke up with one. But if a man, who 
knew English as well as anyone, declared that a certain 
thought had occurred to him while he was sound asleep, and 
insisted that he did not mean that he dreamt it or that he 
woke up with it, but that it had occurred to him in the same 
literal sense in which thoughts sometimes occur to him when 
he is drinking his coffee or weeding the garden—then I be- 
lieve that in ordinary life we should not be able to make 
head or tail of his declaration. 


13 [Footnote added 1966] I was assuming here the following prin- 
ciple: If there is a certain state, S, such that it is logically impossible 
for a person in state S to give any signs of thinking or having expeni- 
ences, then it is logically impossible for a person to think or to have 
experiences while in state S. Unfortunately this principle is not true. 
One can define a state (e.g. total paralysis) such that by definition 
a person in that state could not give any signs of thinking or ex- 
periencing: yet it would not follow that a person in that state could 
not think or have experiences. This problem is treated with greater 
sophistication in my monograph Dreaming (New York: Humanities 
Press, 1959). My argument there does not assume the foregoing false 
principle. 
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Vill 


It will appear to some that there is a contradiction in main- 
taining, as I have, that it is true that someone who is sound 
asleep can in a dream think it is raining and in a dream seem 
to hear thunder, and yet that it is not true that he thinks it 
is raining or seems to hear thunder. One wants to argue: “In 
your dream you thought such-and-such. Dreams take place 
during sleep. Therefore, in your sleep you must have thought 
such-and-such.” I have no objection to the conclusion if it 
merely means that I dreamt that I thought such-and-such: 
for this repeats the first premise and nothing is proved. It is 
only when the “argument” is taken, not as platitudinous and 
redundant, but as proving something, that I wish to attack it: 
when, that is, it is understood as proving that during a period 
of sound sleep I could have thoughts, sensations, impressions, 
and feelings in the same sense as that in which I have them 
during a half-hour of waking reverie. 

Consider the second premise: “Dreams take place during 
sleep.” Looked at in one way it is a tautology; looked at in 
another way it is a dubious proposition. It is a tautology in 
the sense that the inference from “He had a dream last night” 
to “He got at least some sleep last night” is valid. It is a 
dubious proposition when a dream is conceived of as an oc- 
currence during sleep in the sense in which breathing is, or 
as an occurrence during the night in the sense in which a 
fright or a toothache can be. What is dubious about it? Well, 
let us take note of the fact that we have no way of determin- 
ing when a dream occurred or how long it lasted. Of course 
it occurred “while he slept”: but when while he slept? Some 
psychologists have conjectured that dreams occur, not during 
sleep, but during the period of awaking from sleep. Our feel- 
ing that it is impossible to decide whether this is so or not 
shows that we have no criterion for deciding it~shows that 
there is no sense in the question “When, while he slept, did 
he dream?” as there is in the questions “When, last night, 
did his headache begin?” or “When did his fright occur?” 
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There is a similar lack of any criterion with respect to the 
duration of dreams: when should you say of a sleeping per- 
son, “Now he has begun to dream,” “Now he has stopped 
dreaming?” We know what it means to find out whether 
someone has had a dream: he tells us a dream on awaking, 
or tells us he had one. (This concept of verification does not 
apply, of course, to small children or dogs. Just how much 
sense is there in the familiar half serious “conjecture” that the 
dog whose feet are twitching is dreaming of rabbits? And 
where this concept does apply—namely, to people who can 
tell dreams—there is much indefiniteness; e.g. a man says, 
on awaking, “I don’t know whether I had a dream or not: 
perhaps I did.” Does it make any sense to insist that either 
he had a dream or he didn’t have one, regardless of whether 
he knows anything about it?) In the way that we find out 
whether someone had a dream, we sometimes also find out 
that it was a long dream: i.e. he says it was a long dream. 
But what is the duration of a “long” or “short” dream in 
“objective” time? 

We can imagine the discovery of a uniform correlation be- 
tween the occurrence of a specific physiological process dur- 
ing sleep and the subsequent reporting of a dream.14 This 
correlation might be so impressive that scientists would be 
tempted to adopt the occurrence of the physiological process 
as their criterion for the occurrence of a dream. Let us imag- 
ine that it even became the criterion in ordinary life. There 
would then be such a thing as proving that a man had dreamt, 
although on awaking he honestly reported that he had not; 
and the duration (three minutes, say) of the physiological 


14 There is some evidence in favor of there being a positive cor- 
relation between the occurrence of strong electrical currents in the 
bodies of sleeping persons and their subsequently reporting that they 
dreamt. The experiment in which this evidence was obtained is sum- 
marized in Recent Experiments in Psychology, by Crafts, Schneirla, 
Robinson, and Gilbert (New York, 1938), pp. 377-384. I quote: 
“In 33 cases, series of intense action currents . . . were recorded dur- 
ing sleep. After the action currents had been in progress a short time, 
but before they had disappeared, the subjects were awakened. In 30 
of the 33 cases, subjects reported that they had just been dreaming” 


(p. 380). 
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process, and its time of occurrence, could be made the cri- 
terion of the duration and time of occurrence of the dream. 
It would even have sense to say of someone “He is halfway 
through his dream!” All of this would amount to the adoption 
of an extremely different use of the word “dreaming.” Its 
meaning would have to be taught differently; and all sorts of 
remarks would make sense that at present do not. 

As things are, the notions of duration and ‘time of occur- 
rence have no application in ordinary discourse to dreams. 
In this sense, a dream is not an “occurrence” and, therefore, 
not an occurrence during sleep. The proposition “Dreams oc- 
cur during sleep” can now be seen to be a curious one. It is 
important to ask why we say such a thing. The answer, I 
believe, is not hard to find. When someone “tells” a dream 
he talks in the past tense: after sleeping he relates how he 
did this and saw that (none of which is true). It is this pecul- 
iar phenomenon of speaking in the past tense after sleep, the 
phenomenon called “telling a dream,” that provides the sense 
of the proposition that dreams occur during sleep. 

One would like to object here that a person who is telling 
a dream speaks in the past tense because he is reporting 
something that took place in the past while he slept, namely, 
his dream. The objection rests on the idea that his report 
corresponds to his dream in the same way that my report 
of yesterday’s events corresponds to them. This is wrong. It 
is senseless to suppose that his dream differed from his report 
of it unless this means that he might change, add to, or con- 
tradict his report. No one knows what it would mean to “ver- 
ify” his report. Others use his report as their criterion of 
what his dream was. In contrast, no one uses my report of 
the events of yesterday’s robbery as his criterion of what ac- 
tually happened: there are familiar ways of confirming or 
disconfirming my report, independently of my inclination or 
disinclination to amend or contradict it. If you take seriously 
the idea that the two reports correspond with reality, or fail 
to, in the same way, then you are confronted with the dis- 
turbing “possibility” that there are no dreams at all! I am 
guided here by Wittgenstein’s remarks: 
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People who on waking tell us certain incidents (that they 
have been in such-and-such places, etc.). Then we teach 
them the expression “I dreamt,” which precedes the nar- 
rative. Afterwards I sometimes ask them “did you dream 
anything last night?” and am answered yes or no, some- 
times with an account of a dream, sometimes not. That 
is the language-game. .. . 

Now must I make some assumption about whether 
people are deceived by thcir memories or not; whether 
they really had these images while they slept, or whether 
it merely seems so to them on waking? And what mean- 
ing has this question?—And what interest? Do we ever 
ask ourselves this when someone is telling us his dream? 
And if not—is it because we are sure his memory won’t 
have deceived him? (And suppose it were a man with 
a quite specially bad memory?—) 15 


Perhaps when people give accounts of their dreams these 
accounts correspond to nothing at all! Perhaps it only seems 
to them on awaking that they dreamt! 

I hope that I will not be misunderstood. I am not claiming 
that there are no dreams or that they do not occur in sleep— 
nor that these are genuine possibilities: of course they are 
not! If someone talks in a certain way after sleep then we say 
“He dreamt such-and-such while he slept.” That is how the 
words are used! What I am trying to show is that if one thinks 
that a man’s account of his dream is related to his dream 
just as my account of yesterday’s happenings is related to 
them, one is in a hopeless difficulty: for then it would appear 
that our ostensible remembering that we dreamt such-and- 
such could be mistaken, not just once but all the time. If the 
report of the dream is “externally” related to the dream, then 
it may be that we are always only under the illusion of having 
had a dream, an illusion that comes to us as we awake, Try- 
ing to look at the matter in this way, we see that the notion 
that dreams really take place during sleep would become 
senseless: we should have no idea as to what would go to 
prove that they do. 

We get out of this impasse only by realizing that there is 


15 Philosophical Investigations (New York, 1953), p. 184. 
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nothing to be proved. If after sleep a person relates that he 
thought and did and experienced such-and-such (all of this 
being false), and if he is not lying, pretending, or inventing, 
then we say “he dreamt it.” “That is the language-game!” 
That he really had a dream and that he is under the impres- 
sion that he had a dream: these are the same thing. 

There is a sharp break between the concept of “remember- 
ing a dream” and the concept of remembering what hap- 
pened downtown yesterday. If a man confidently relates that 
he witnessed such-and-such happen in the street the day be- 
fore, it can turn out that it didn’t happen that way at all: it 
merely seems to him that he remembers such-and-such. When 
he gives an account of his dream there is no sense in sup- 
posing that it merely seems to him that he dreamt such-and- 
such. In the case of remembering a dream there is no con- 
trast between correctly remembering and seeming to oneself 
to remember—here they are identical! (It can even appear 
surprising that we should speak of “remembering” a dream.) 


IX 


I have put forward an argument intended to prove that a 
person who is sound asleep cannot have any thoughts or im- 
pressions or sensations. Many persons will not be convinced 
by this argument, which is perfectly sound, one reason being 
that they tend to misapprehend the concept of the dream. 
They think: You can dream in sound sleep (which is true 
enough); in your dream you can have various thoughts, im- 
pressions, sensations (also true); therefore, while you are 
sound asleep you can have thoughts, etc. (which is false, un- 
less it is the redundant conclusion that in the dream you 
have in sound sleep there can be thoughts, etc.). 

The inclination to draw the false conclusion comes from 
the mistake of thinking that someone’s report that in his 
dream he was, say, afraid of snakes is a report that he was 
afraid of snakes in the sense in which his report that he was 
afraid of snakes when he was in the woods an hour ago is a 
report that he was afraid of snakes. But if his demeanor and 
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behavior when he was in the woods expressed fearlessness of 
snakes, this would be in conflict with this report and would 
make its truth at least doubtful. Similarly, if in the woods 
he did show fear of snakes this would fit in with and confirm 
his report. 

The logic of the matter is entirely different in the case of 
the report of a dream. If when he was in bed he had, by 
utterances and behavior, expressed a fear of snakes, this 
would have no tendency to confirm his report that he dreamt 
that he was afraid of snakes. Quite the opposite! It would 
tend to establish that he had really felt fear of snakes and 
not dreamt it at all! It would also tend to establish, in the 
same degree, that he had not been asleep, or at least not 
sound asleep, not “dead to the world.” It is a logical impos- 
sibility that he should, when sound asleep, express fear or 
fearlessness or any other state of consciousness. 

If a man declares that he was in a certain state of con- 
sciousness, what would count against his assertion would be 
evidence that he was, at the time referred to, either in an 
opposite state of consciousness or else not in any state of 
consciousness. Evidence that he was sound asleep would be 
evidence for the latter. His assertion that he dreamt last night 
that he was afraid of snakes (an assertion that could be true 
even though he slept soundly) does not, therefore, imply the 
proposition that in the night he was afraid of snakes, in the 
sense of this proposition in which it would be confirmed by 
his having manifested a fear of snakes in the night. And that 
is the normal sense of the proposition! When we say “He was 
afraid of snakes last night” we usually mean something that 
would be confirmed by the fact that during the night he ex- 
pressed, by some demeanor or behavior of his, a fear of snakes. 
When we say “He dreamt last night that he was afraid of 
snakes” we do not mean anything of the sort. The latter 
proposition, therefore, does not imply the former one. In gen- 
eral, and contrary to Descartes, the proposition that a certain 
person had in his dream last night various thoughts, sensa- 
tions, impressions, or feelings does not imply the proposition 
that last night he had those thoughts, sensations, impressions, 
or feelings, in the normal sense of the latter proposition. 


c* 
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Xx 


So far I have discussed the notion of dreaming only in rela- 
tion to sound sleep. The concept of dreaming when partly 
awake is different. A person who is partly awake can have 
thoughts (however groggy and confused) and so can be de- 
ceived. But he does not have to be deceived. He is not 
“trapped in a dream.” If it seems to him that he is sailing in 
the air high over green meadows he can decide to investigate 
—for example, to open his eyes and see where he is. The per- 
son who is sound asleep, in contrast, cannot decide to do any- 
thing; he can only dream that he decides; and, unlike the 
man who is half asleep, he cannot find out anything but can 
only dream that he does.!6 He who is sound asleep cannot 


16 A. Baillet, in his Vie de Descartes (Paris, 1691), Bk. II, ch. i, 
pp. 81-86, gives an account of the famous three dreams that ap- 
parently had an important influence on Descartes’ life. In the third 
dream a man and a book appeared before him and then suddenly 
disappeared. I quote: “What especially calls for remark is that in 
doubt whether what he had just seen was dream or actual vision, not 
merely did he decide in his sleep that it was a dream, but proceeded 
to interpret the dream prior to his awaking” (translated by Norman 
Kemp Smith, New Studies in the Philosophy of Descartes [London, 
1952], p. 36). If my argument is correct either Descartes was not 
sound asleep or else he dreamt that he decided and interpreted. 

Miss Margaret Macdonald, in her paper “Sleeping and Waking” 
(Mind, April 1953), observes that “it makes no sense to assert that 
one could employ any confirming technique in a dream. For one 
would but dream such employment” (p. 205); that a person who is 
asleep cannot choose to do anything, e.g. to stop dreaming, for 
“once asleep, a dreamer can only dream that he makes such a choice” 
(p. 214); that if I saw the Hebrides in a dream it does not follow 
either that I saw them or seemed to see them or thought I saw them 
(p. 210); and that dreaming is neither a form of perception nor of 
illusion (passim). Assuming that she refers to dreaming in sound 
sleep, I am in agreement with these contentions although her method 
of argument does not resemble mine. Unfortunately Macdonald seems 
to have made a blunder. After noting important distinctions between 
the concepts of sleeping and waking, she adds, “I suggest that these 
differences destroy the need for Descartes’ lament that ‘there exist 
no certain marks by which the state of waking may be distinguished 
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realize that he sleeps; but neither can he mistakenly think 
he is awake. He who is half asleep can mistake the sights 
and sounds that he “dreams” for real sights and sounds; but 
the concept of half sleep does not require that he make. this 
mistake. 

A consequence of my argument is that there is no room 
left for the skeptical question (a) “How can I know whether 
I am awake or sound asleep?”—for the question is absurd, 
since if I raise it I am not sound asleep. It is still possible, 
however, for a philosopher to be troubled by the question 
(b) “How can I know whether I am fully awake or only partly 
awake?” This cannot be disposed of in the same way, and I 
do not try to deal with it in this paper. I will only remark 
that it is in essence the same as the question (c) “How can I 
know whether I am having an hallucination?” That questions 


from sleep.’ For if what is said of one state is nonsensical when ap- 
plied to the other, then this provides at least one certain mark by 
which to distinguish between them” (p. 215). From the fact that 
there are differences between the concepts of the two states it does 
not follow that I can tell whether I am in the one state or the other. 
I have argued (Sec. VII supra) that the notion of a person’s de- 
termining whether he himself is awake or sound asleep is senseless. 
Macdonald is attacked on the above point by M. J. Baker (‘“Sleep- 
ing and Waking,” Mind, October 1954). 

Yost and Kalish (op. cit.) give an elaborate analysis of Macdon- 
ald’s paper. Some of their critical remarks are in disagreement with 
what I have contended: e.g. “To say that one dreams is to say that 
one sees, hears, touches, etc., while asleep” (p. 120); “And as re- 
gards the so-called mental operations, we should maintain, with Des- 
cartes, that if anyone dreams that he believes, doubts, expects, de- 
sires, etc., then he really does” (p. 121); “People can really believe 
sentences to be true while they are dreaming” (ibid.); “A dreamer 
who is inspecting one dream-field could predict and expect certain 
later dream-fields; and when they occur he could recognize them to 
be or not to be the ones he predicted while inspecting earlier dream- 
fields” (p. 122). Apparently there is a sense of “dream” (dreaming 
when partly awake) in which it is possible for a dreamer to do the 
above things or at least some of them. But since there is another sense 
of “dream” (dreaming when sound asleep) in which none of them 
are possible, it follows that the general statements, ‘““T'o say that one 
dreams is to say that one sees, hears, touches, etc., while asleep,” 
and “If anyone dreams that he believes, doubts, expects, desires, etc., 
then he really does,” are false. 
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(a) and (c) have a very different status is in itself a point of 
considerable interest. 


XI 


One result of the preceding treatment of the notions of 
sound sleep and dreaming is to show that Descartes’ own 
solution of his problem of skepticism of the senses is un- 
tenable. In the First Meditation he observes that “there are 
no certain marks distinguishing waking from sleep.” But after 
he has proved that God exists and is no deceiver, he goes on 
to declare, in the Sixth Meditation, that he ought 


to reject as hyperbolical and ridiculous all the doubts of 
these past days, more especially that regarding sleep, as 
being indistinguishable from the waking state. How 
marked, I now find, is the difference between them! Our 
memory can never connect our dreams with one another 
and with the whole course of our lives, in the manner in 
which we are wont to connect the things which happen to 
us while awake. If, while I am awake, someone should 
all of a sudden appear to me, and as suddenly disappear, 
as happens in dreams, and in such fashion that I could 
not know whence he came or whither he went, quite cer- 
tainly it would not be unreasonable to esteem it a 
spectre, that is, a phantom formed in my brain, rather 
than a real man. When, on the other hand, in apprehend- 
ing things, I know the place whence they have come, 
and that in which they are, and the time at which they 
present themselves to me, and while doing so can con- 
nect them uninterruptedly with the course of my life as 
a whole, I am completely certain that what I thus ex- 
perience is taking place while I am awake, and not in 
dreams. And if after having summoned to my aid all my 
senses, My memory and my understanding, in scrutiny 
of these occurrences, I find that none of them presents 
me with what is at variance with any other, I ought no 
longer to entertain the least doubt as to their truth. 
God being no deceiver, it cannot be that I am here be- 
ing misled. [DPW, 264-265] 
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Descartes is undoubtedly intending to point out a criterion 
for distinguishing waking from sleep (although I do not be- 
lieve that he is rejecting what he meant when he said in the 
First Meditation that there is no criterion): and undoubtedly 
this is intended to be a criterion that will enable me to tell 
whether IJ am awake or asleep, and not merely to tell whether 
some other person is awake or asleep. In the sentence “Our 
memory can never connect .. .” he is surely implying that 
if I cannot “connect” the things that I experience with one 
another and with the whole course of my life then I ought to 
conclude that I am asleep and that these things belong to a 
dream. To this there is the conclusive objection that in re- 
gard to a person who is sound asleep (and sound sleep has 
to come into the question here) there is no sense in speaking 
of his making a connection or drawing a conclusion. Similarly, 
in the sentence “When, on the other hand. . . ,” Descartes 
is implying that if I do not know where the things I appre- 
hend come from and cannot connect them with the course 
of my life as a whole, then I am justified in concluding that I 
am asleep and dreaming. This involves the same absurdity. 
Descartes’ criterion is identical with the principle of “coher- 
ence” or “consistency” that Leibniz,17 Russell,1®8 and others 
offer as a principle for distinguishing waking from sleeping. 
If my argument is correct, there cannot be such a principle. 


17 F.g. see Leibniz’ paper “On the Method of Distinguishing Real 
from Imaginary Phenomena,” New Essays Concerning Human Un- 
derstanding, trans. by A. G. Langley (La Salle, Illinois, 1949), pp. 
717-720, esp. pp. 718-710. 

18 Fg. see Russell’s Our Knowledge of the External World (Chi- 


cago, 1914), p. 95. 
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A. J. AYER 


The attempt to put knowledge on a foundation which 
would be impregnable to doubt is historically associated with 
the philosophy of Descartes. But Descartes, though he re- 
garded mathematics as the paradigm of knowledge, was aware 
that its a priori truths are not indubitable, in the sense that 
he required. He allowed it to be possible that a malignant 
demon should deceive him even with respect to those matters 
of which he was the most certain.1 The demon would so work 
upon his reason that he took false statements to be self- 
evidently true. The hypothesis of there being such an arch- 
deceiver is indeed empty, since his operations could never be 
detected: but it may be regarded as a picturesque way of ex- 
pressing the fact that intuitive conviction is not a logical guar- 
antee of truth. The question which Descartes then raises is 
whether, of all the propositions which we think we know, 
there can be any that escape the demon’s reach. 

His answer is that there is one such proposition: the fa- 
mous cogito ergo sum: I think, therefore I am.2 The demon 
might perhaps have the power to make me doubt whether I 
was thinking, though it is difficult to see what this would 
come to; it is not clear what such a state of doubt would be. 
But even allowing that the expression ‘I am doubting whether 
I am thinking’ describes a possible situation, the doubt must 
be unwarranted. However much he can shake my confidence, 


From The Problem of Knowledge (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 
1956), Ch. 2, S. iii, pp. 45-54. Reprinted by permission of St. Mar- 
tin’s Press, Inc. 

1René Descartes, Meditations on the First Philosophy, Medita- 
tion 1. 

2Vide Meditation m and Discourse on Method, part tv. 
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the demon cannot deceive me into believing that I am think- 
ing when I am not. For if I believe that I am thinking, then I 
must believe truly, since my believing that I am thinking is 
itself a process of thought. Consequently, if I am thinking, it 
is indubitable.that I am thinking, and if it is indubitable that 
I am thinking, then, Descartes argues, it is indubitable that 
I exist, at least during such times as I think. 

Let us consider what this argument proves. In what sense 
is the proposition that I think, and consequently that I exist, 
shown to be indubitable? It is not a question for psychology. 
The suggestion is not that it is physically impossible to doubt 
that one is thinking, but rather that it somehow involves a 
logical impossibility. Yet while there may be some question 
about the meaning that one should attach to the statement 
that I doubt whether I am thinking, it has not been shown 
to be self-contradictory. Nor is the statement that I am think- 
ing itself the expression of a necessary truth. If it seems to be 
necessary, it is because of the absurdity of denying it. To say 
‘Iam not thinking’ is self-stultifying since if it is said intelli- 
gently it must be false: but it is not self-contradictory. The 
proof that it is not self-contradictory is that it might have 
been true. I am now thinking but I might easily not have 
been. And the same applies to the statement that I exist. It 
would be absurd for me to deny that I existed. If I say that 
I do not exist, it must be false. But it might not have been 
false. It is a fact that I exist, but not a necessary fact. 

Thus neither ‘I think’ nor ‘I exist’ is a truth of logic: the 
logical truth is only that I exist if I think. And we have seen 
that even if they were truths of logic they would not for that 
reason be indubitable. What makes them indubitable is their 
satisfying a condition which Descartes himself does not make 
explicit, though his argument turns upon it. It is that their 
truth follows from their being doubted by the person who 
expresses them. The sense in which I cannot doubt the state- 
ment that I think is just that my doubting it entails its truth: 
and in the same sense I cannot doubt that I exist. There was 
therefore no need for Descartes to derive ‘sum’ from ‘cogito’; 
for its certainty could be independently established by the 
same criterion. 
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But this certainty does not come to very much. If I start 
with the fact that I am doubting, I can validly draw the con- 
clusion that I think and that I exist. That is to say, if there 
is such a person as myself, then there is such a person as 
myself, and if I think, I think. Neither does this apply only 
to me. It is obviously true of anyone at all that if he exists he 
exists and that if he thinks he thinks. What Descartes thought 
that he had shown was that the statements that he was con- 
scious, and that he existed, were somehow privileged, that, 
for him at least, they were evidently true in a way which dis- 
tinguished them from any other statements of fact. But this 
by no means follows from his argument. His argument does 
not prove that he, or anyone, knows anything. It simply makes 
the logical point that one sort of statement follows from an- 
other. It is of interest only as drawing attention to the fact 
that there are sentences which are used in such a way that 
if the person who employs them ever raises the question 
whether the statements which they express are true, the an- 
swer must be yes. But this does not show that these state- 
ments are in any way sacrosanct, considered in themselves. 

Yet surely I can be certain that I am conscious, and that I 
exist. Surely my evidence for this could not be stronger than 
it is. But again it is not clear what is being claimed when it is 
said that these things are certain or that one can be certain 
of them. Perhaps only that I know that they are so, and of 
course I do. But these are not the only facts that I know, nor, 
as it sometimes appears to be suggested, is my knowing them 
a condition of my knowing anything else. It is conceivable 
that I should not have been self-conscious, which is to say 
that I should not know that I existed; but it would not follow 
that I could not know many other statements to be true. In 
theory, I could know any of the innumerable facts which are 
logically independent of the fact of my existing. I should in- 
deed know them without knowing that I knew them, though 
not necessarily without knowing that they were known: my 
whole conception of knowledge would be impersonal. Perhaps 
this is a strange supposition, but it is not self-contradictory. 

But while in the case of other facts which I may reasonably 
claim to know, it is at least conceivable that the evidence 
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which I have for them should be even stronger than it is, 
surely the fact that I exist and the fact that I am conscious 
stand out for the reason that in their case the evidence is per- 
fect. How could I possibly have better evidence than I do 
for believing that I am conscious, let alone for believing that 
I exist? This question is indeed hard to answer, but mainly 
because it seems improper in these cases to speak of evidence 
at all. If someone were to ask me How do you know that you 
are conscious? What evidence have you that you exist? I 
should not know how to answer him: I should not know what 
sort of answer was expected. The question would appear to 
be a joke, a parody of philosophical cautiousness. If it were 
seriously pressed, I might become indignant: What do you 
mean, how do I know that I exist? Iam here, am I not, talking 
to you? If a ‘philosophical’ answer were insisted on, it might 
be said that I proved that I existed and that I was conscious 
by appealing to my experience. But not then to any particular 
experience. Any fecling or perception that I cared to instance 
would do equally well. When Hume looked for an impression 
of his self, he failed to find one: he always stumbled instead 
upon some particular perception. He allowed that others 
might be luckier, but in this he was ironical. For the point is 
not that to have an experience of one’s self is to perform a 
remarkably difficult feat of introspection: it is that there is 
nothing that would count as having an experience of one’s 
self, that the expression ‘having an experience of one’s self’ 
is one for which there is no use. This is not to say that people 
are not self-conscious, in the sense that they conceive of things 
as happening to themselves. It is that the consciousness of 
one’s self is not one experience among others, not even, as 
some have thought, a special experience which accompanies 
all the others. And this is not a matter of psychology but of 
logic. It is a question of what self-consciousness is understood 
to mean. 

If there is no distinctive experience of finding out that one 
is conscious, or that one exists, there is no experience at all 


3David Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature, Book 1, part 1v, 
section Vl. 
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of finding out that one is not conscious, or that one does not 
exist. And for this reason it is tempting to say that sentences 
like ‘I exist’, ‘I am conscious’, ‘I know that I exist’, ‘I know 
that I am conscious’ do not express genuine propositions. 
That Mr A exists, or that Mr A is conscious, is a genuine 
proposition; but it may be argued that it is not what is ex- 
pressed by ‘I exist’ or ‘I am conscious’, even when Iam Mr A. 
For although it be true that I am Mr A, it is not necessarily 
true. The word ‘I’ is not synonymous with ‘Mr A’ even when 
it is used by Mr A to refer to himself. That he is Mr A, or 
that he is identifiable in any other manner, is an empirical 
statement which may be informative not only to others, but 
also in certain circumstances to Mr A himself, for instance 
if he has lost his memory. It cannot therefore be reasoned 
that because one may succeed in expressing genuine proposi- 
tions by replacing the ‘I’ in such sentences as ‘I am con- 
scious’ or ‘I exist’ by a noun, or descriptive phrase, which 
denotes the person concerned, these sentences still have a 
factual meaning when this replacement is not made. 

All the same it is not difficult to imagine circumstances in 
which they would have a use. ‘I am conscious’ might be said 
informatively by someone recovering from a swoon. If I had 
been presumed to be dead there might be a point in my pro- 
claiming that I still existed. On recovering consciousness after 
some accident or illness, I might make this remark even to 
myself, and make it with a sense of discovery. Just as there 
are moments between sleep and waking when one may seri- 
ously ask oneself if one is awake, so there are states of sem1- 
consciousness in which saying ‘I exist’ answers a genuine ques- 
tion. But what information does this answer give? If I have 
occasion to tell others that I exist, the information which 
they receive is that there exists a man answering to some de- 
scription, whatever description it may be that they identify 
me by; it would not be the same in every case. But when I tell 
myself that I exist, I do not identify myself by any descrip- 
tion: I do not identify myself at all. The information which I 
convey to myself is not that there exists a person of such and 
such a sort, information which might be false if I were mis- 
taken about my own identity or character. Yet I am in fact a 
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person of such and such a sort. There is nothing more to me 
than what can be discovered by listing the totality of the de- 
scriptions which [| satisfy. This is merely an expression of the 
tautology that if a description is complete there is nothing 
left to be described. But can it not be asked what it is that 
one is describing? The answer is that this question makes 
sense only as a request for further description: it implies that 
the description so far given is incomplete, as in fact it always 
will be. But then if, in saying that I exist, I am not saying 
anything about a description’s being satisfied, what can I be 
saying? Again it is tempting to answer that I am saying 
nothing. 

Yet this would not be correct. Even when it is not doing 
duty for a description, nor coupled with one, the demonstra- 
tive ‘I’ may have a use. In the case which we envisaged, the 
case of a return to consciousness, it signals the presence of 
some experience or other. It does not, however, characterize 
this experience in any way. It merely points to the existence 
of whatever it is, in the given circumstances, that makes its 
own use possible. And since it is a contingent fact that any 
such situation does exist, the assertion which simply serves 
to mark it may be held to be informative. The sentence ‘I 
exist’, in this usage, may be allowed to express a statement 
which like other statements is capable of being either true or 
false. It differs, however, from most other statements in that 
if it is false it can not actually be made. Consequently, no 
one who uses these words intelligently and correctly can use 
them to make a statement which he knows to be false. If he 
succeeds in making the statement, it must be true. 

It is, therefore, a peculiar statement; and not only pecul- 
iar but degenerate. It is degenerate in the way that the state- 
ments which are expressed by such sentences as ‘this exists’ 
or ‘this is occurring now’ are degenerate. In all these cases 
the verbs which must be added to the demonstratives to make 
a grammatical sentence are sleeping partners. The work is all 
done by the demonstrative: that the situation, to which it 
points, exists, or is occurring, is a condition of the demon- 
strative’s use. It is for this reason that any statement of this 
sort which is actually expressed must be true. It is not neces- 
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sarily true, since the situation to which the demonstrative 
points might not have existed; it is logically possible that the 
condition for this particular use of the demonstrative should 
not have obtained. It is, however, like an analytic statement 
in that, once we understand the use of the demonstrative, 
here functioning as subject, the addition of the predicate tells 
us nothing further. Divorced from its context the whole state- 
ment has no meaning. Taken in context it is informative just 
as drawing attention to whatever it may be that the demon- 
strative is used to indicate. It approximates, therefore, to a 
gesture or to an ejaculation. To say ‘I exist’ or ‘this is occur- 
ting now’ is like saying ‘look!’ or pointing without words. The 
difference is that, in the formulation of the indicative sen- 
tence, the existential claim is made explicit; and it is because 
of this that the sentence may be said to express a statement, 
whereas the ejaculation or the gesture would not: one does 
not speak of ejaculations or gestures as being true or false. 
But there is no difference in the information conveyed. 

Thus we see that the certainty of one’s own existence is 
not, as some philosophers have supposed, the outcome of 
some primary intuition, an intuition which would have the 
distinctive property of guaranteeing the truth of the state- 
ment on which it was directed. It is indeed the case that if 
anyone claims to know that he exists, or that he is conscious, 
he is bound to be right. But this is not because he is then in 
some special state of mind which bestows this infallibility 
upon him. It is simply a consequence of the purely logical 
fact that if he is in any state whatever it follows that he 
exists; if he is in any conscious state whatever it follows that 
he is conscious. He might exist without knowing it; he might 
even be conscious without knowing it, as is presumably the 
case with certain animals: there is at any rate no contradic- 
tion in supposing them to be conscious without supposing 
them to be conscious of themselves. But, as we have seen, if 
anyone does claim to know that he exists or that he is con- 
scious, his claim must be valid, simply because its being valid 
is a condition of its being made. This is not to say, however, 
that he, or anyone, knows any description of himself, or his 
state of consciousness, to be true. To know that one exists is 
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not, in this sense, to know anything about oneself any more 
than knowing that this exists is knowing anything about this. 
Knowing that I exist, knowing that this is here, is having the 
answer to a question which is put in such a form that it an- 
swers itself. The answer is meaningful only in its context, and 
in its context the condition of its being meaningful is its 
being true. This is the ground for saying that statements like 
‘I exist’ are certain, but it is also the proof of their degener- 
acy: they have nothing to say beyond what is implied in the 
fact that they have a reference. 


THE CERTAINTY OF THE COGITO 
BERNARD WILLIAMS 


I shall confine my discussion to the cogito, and to the for- 
mulation of some remarks about its certainty. I believe that 
this question also has a connection with contemporary Eng- 
lish philosophy. For one of the theses that have recurred most 
frequently in discussions in Great Britain during the last half 
century is that only logical truths are certain and any propo- 
sition that is not a logical truth but expresses some matter of 
fact cannot be certain. This thesis, along with others, has 
been subject to reappraisal; and a discussion centering on the 
very special case of the cogito may, aside from its intrinsic 
interest, throw some light on the more general problem: what 
types of propositions may be taken to be certain. 

I shall begin with one of the formulations of the cogito: 


And, observing that this truth “I think therefore I am” 
was so firm and so assured that the most extravagant 
suppositions of the skeptics could not shake it, I judged 
that I might accept it without scruple as the first princi- 
ple of the philosophy that I was seeking. 


I shall not enter into a discussion of all the disputed points 
raised in Cartesian exegesis, which are more familiar to you 
than to me. 


Translation of a paper read at the Royaumont Conference on 
Analytic Philosophy and published in Cahiers de Royaumont, Philo- 
sophie No IV: La Philosophie Analytique (Paris: Les Editions de 
Minuit, 1962), pp. 40-57. By permission of the author and Les 
Editions de Minuit. 

1 Discourse on Method, Part IV, pp. 147-148. Quotations are 
from the Pléiade edition (2nd ed.) with the page number(s) fol- 
lowing. 
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There is one point, however, that cannot be avoided in a 
discussion bearing on the certainty of the cogito, or at least 
of the Cartesian cogito; namely, whether the proposition “I 
think therefore I am” is or is not an inference. The truth 
that emerges from the cogito and that Descartes takes as the 
foundation stone of the entire system he constructs is, most 
assuredly, “I exist”; but can we say that there is a logical 
relation between this proposition and the indubitable prop- 
osition “I think” such that Descartes, having reached the 
point where doubt can go no further, can, in formulating the 
latter, legitimately infer the former? Or is it, rather, the 
case that we cannot speak of a logical relation or a principle 
of inference leading from “I think” to “I exist” but that, in 
being forced to admit that I think, I am thereby forced to 
admit that I exist?—with the consequence that “I think there- 
fore I am,” in the misleading form of an inference, expresses 
in fact a single proposition, which is the exact point at which 
doubt is halted. 

At first sight, the cogito certainly seems to be an infer- 
ence, and Descartes indeed seems to speak of it as such. For 
example, there is the following sentence, a few lines farther 
on in the passage I quoted: 


[Seeing] that . . . from the very fact that I thought of 
doubting the truth of other things, it followed very evi- 
dently and very certainly that I was... . 


Or again: 


. .. to infer that one exists from the fact that one 
doubts is something so simple and so natural of itself 
that anyone might have written it down.? 


I am not unaware, however, that in other passages Des- 
cartes seems to deny that in the cogito we are concerned with 
an inference. On the authority of these texts, M. Gilson 
writes: 


Descartes’s intention is not therefore in doubt, and it is 
usually not questioned. But critics and historians have 


2Letter of 1640 (on St. Augustine). My emphasis in the two 
quotations. 
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often maintained that, no matter what Descartes’s inten- 
tion was, the cogito nonetheless was, and could not have 
been anything other than, an inference.? 


But what exactly is being decided when someone says that 
the cogito is not an inference? The meaning of such a state- 
ment is perhaps not entirely clear. It may mean that the 
cogito is not a syllogistic inference—that it is not a syllogism 
with a major premise (“Everything that thinks exists”) that 
is not expressed. This, I think, is what M. Gilson has in 
mind. But, even on this supposition, it would not follow that 
the cogito is not in any sense an inference. I shall defend the 
view that it is in fact a kind of inference, though not syl- 
logistic in form. And I shall also contend that this is not 
just a plausible interpretation but Descartes’s own under- 
standing of the cogito. 

Descartes was in fact concerned, on several occasions, to 
deny that the cogito is a syllogism with a suppressed major 
premise; notably, in this famous passage: 


When someone says, “I think, therefore I am, or I exist,” 
he does not deduce his existence from his thinking by 
means of a syllogism but, by the mind’s simple act of 
inspection, sees it as something that is self-evident. This 
is apparent from the fact that, if he deduced it by 
means of a syllogism, he would first have had to know 
the major premise, “Everything that thinks is or exists.” 
But that, on the contrary, has been learned from the in- 
dividual’s awareness of himself—that he cannot be think- 
ing unless he exists. For it is the nature of our mind to 
form general propositions from knowledge of particu- 


lars.4 


It is significant that Descartes, in this passage, does not 
confine himself to denying that, from a psychological point 
of view, our access to the cogito is by a movement proceeding 
from major and minor premise to a conclusion. It is true that, 
in general, Descartes seems to consider the distinction be- 
tween deduction and intuition as, at least in part, a distinc- 


3 Discours de la Méthode, Commentaire, p. 294. 
4 Replies to the Second Set of Objections, pp. 375-376. 
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tion that we should call psychological. Thus, in Rule III, he 
gives the impression of thinking that the question of know- 
ing whether I can “determine the validity of a complex infer- 
ence by intuition or by deduction” is tantamount to the ques- 
tion of knowing whether I can “conceive the whole chain of 
reasoning in a single act of the mind.”5 But here he clearly 
goes beyond the limits of psychology. For he indicates that, 
from a logical point of view, nothing would justify my using 
the supposed major premise in arriving at “I think therefore 
I am” since nothing would warrant my belief in the major 
premise if I did not already possess the certainty of the 
cogito. 

Yet, if Descartes meant here that only after I have learned 
from my own case that my thinking involves my existence, 
can I then affirm the same of everything that thinks, his as- 
sertion would be a most peculiar one; and if we suppose that 
Descartes believed for one instant that, as a matter of logic, 
the proposition that everything that thinks exists can be es- 
tablished by induction from one’s own case—and that he used 
this as an argument to deny that the cogito is a syllogism— 
we should be obliged to say that he was mistaken. Fortu- 
nately, this is not at all the case. Descartes says very clearly: 


When I said that the proposition “I think therefore I 
am” is the first and most certain to present itself to a 
person who conducts his thoughts in an orderly fashion, 
I was not thereby denying the necessity of prior knowl- 
edge of what thought, certainty, and existence are, and 
that, in order to think, it is necessary to exist, and other 
matters of this sort; but, because these notions are so 
simple that of themselves they do not give us knowledge 
of any existing thing, I did not think that they needed 
to be mentioned.® 


Does this passage contradict the one I quoted before? Bur- 
man thought that it did and, in the course of his famous dis- 
cussion, confronted Descartes with this objection. Des- 
cartes’s reply offered little to reassure his interlocutor: 


5 Pp. 44-45. 
8 Principles I, 10, pp. 575. My emphasis. 
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Before reaching the conclusion “J think therefore I am,” 
one can have knowledge of the major premise “Every- 
thing that thinks exists,” since it is in reality prior to 
my conclusion and my conclusion depends on it. And 
this is the sense in which, in the Principles, the author 
says it precedes the conclusion, since implicitly it is al- 
ways presupposed and prior. But I do not always have an 
express and explicit knowledge of its priority; and I do 
have prior knowledge of my conclusion in that I attend 
only to what I experience within myself, that is, to “I 
think therefore I am,” while not attending, in similar 
fashion, to the general notion “Everything that thinks 
exists.” We do not in fact, as I have pointed out, separate 
these propositions from particular things, but rather con- 
sider them in the particulars. It is in this sense that the 
passage cited must be understood.? 


We might suppose that in this passage Descartes simply 
denies that on a psychological level the cogito takes the form 
of syllogistic reasoning. He seems, moreover, to have some- 
what tempered his views on the relations between the general 
proposition and the singular proposition. We do not seem to 
be further along. 

But surely the answer is to be found in the terms of the 
passage from the Principles quoted above, where he says that 
the notion that in order to think, it is necessary to exist does 
not give us “knowledge of any existing thing.” This statement 
can be compared with another important passage in the Prin- 
ciples: 


When we say that it is impossible for the same thing at 
the same time to be and not to be, that what has been 
done cannot be undone, that he who thinks cannot fail 
to be or exist while he thinks, and numerous other things 
of this sort, these are eternal truths and not things exist- 
ing outside our thought... 8 


In this passage Descartes quite unequivocally places the 
general principle of the cogito in the class of maxims or com- 
mon notions—of eternal truths that we can know a priori to 


7 Conversation with Burman, pp. 1356-1357. 
8 Principles I, 49. 
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be true and that give us no knowledge of what exists nor in- 
deed presuppose that something exists. Such is-the status of 
the principle of the cogito; and it is precisely for this reason 
that the cogito is not a syllogism with a suppressed major 
premise. The major premise of an Aristotelian syllogism nec- 
essarily carries an existential presupposition; namely, that 
there exists at least one thing that falls under the definition 
of the subject term. To be in a position to assert that every- 
thing that thinks exists, I would, strictly speaking, have to 
know of the existence of at least one thinking thing. But this 
is just what I am supposed to discover in the cogito, and 
hence the difficulty of presupposing the general principle in 
using the cogito. The eternal truth “In order to think, it is 
necessary to exist” presupposes no existential proposition; but, 
by the same token, it cannot play the role of major premise 
in a syllogism. 

It might be objected here that the major premise can be 
interpreted hypothetically as “If something thinks, it exists”; 
that is, as having a form compatible with its being an eternal 
truth. But do we really know exactly how this hypothetical 
proposition is to be understood? This question raises several 
difficulties that will help to show why, in a deeper sense, the 
cogito cannot be taken to be a syllogism or part of a syllo- 
gism. By contrast with what I believe is true of the preceding 
obstacle, there is no reason to assume here that Descartes 
was aware of these difficulties. They all turn on the idea that 
existence is not a predicate, and as there is every indication 
that Descartes thought the opposite, these difficulties would 
have had no meaning for him. 

A rather mysterious remark of Kant’s will perhaps help to 
explain this point. It is taken from a footnote in the Paralo- 
gisms, in the second edition of the Critique of Pure Reason: 


“T think” is, as I have said, an empirical proposition, and 
contains within itself the proposition “I exist.” But I 
cannot assert: “Everything that thinks exists.” For, in 
that case, the property of thought would make all beings 
that possess it necessary beings. The fact that I exist can- 
not therefore be inferred from the proposition “I think,” 
as in Descartes’s attempted demonstration—for it would 
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then have to be preceded by the major premise “Every- 
thing that thinks exists’—but the propositions in ques- 
tion are identical.® 


Kant’s interpretation of Descartes on this point seems to 
be in every respect mistaken since, as we have just seen, it is 
in exactly this sense that Descartes denies (or at least usually 
denies) that the cogito is an inference. But what does Kant 
mean by the remark that if we could say “Everything that 
thinks exists,” the property of thought would make all beings 
that possess it necessary beings? Kant assumes, at the very 
least, that the proposition “Everything that thinks exists” is 
a necessary proposition; and, in a certain sense, he is quite 
tight. From this he infers that any being that thinks would 
be a necessary being. Prima facie, there is a fallacy here, the 
error consisting in an inference from (1) “It is necessary 
that if p, then q” to the proposition (2) “If p, then it is 
necessary that g’—p in this case standing for “Something 
thinks” and q for “It exists.” We cannot pass from “It is 
necessary that anything that thinks exists” to “If a thing 
thinks, it is necessary that it exists” or “. . . it exists neces- 
sarily” without committing a logical fallacy—a fallacy that 
Kant may have committed in other places (for example, in 
my opinion, in the Second Analogy). But I do not think 
he commits it here. For a necessary being is a being whose 
definition, taken in the sense of a simple description, implies 
its existence. And, if the proposition “Everything that thinks 
exists” is indeed a necessary proposition and, moreover, 
“thought” or “thinking” is the description of a possible being, 
then we can conceive of a being whose definition would im- 
ply existence—that is, a necessary being. 

This amounts to saying that “Everything that thinks exists” 
does not express a relation between two properties, as does, 
for example, “Everything that eats breathes.” And for just 
this reason we may wonder whether the proposition is not 
formulated in such a way as to lend itself to confusion. 

Shall we say then with Kant that the proposition “I think” 
“contains within itself” the proposition “I exist”? We should 


® Critique of Pure Reason, B 422 n.: Paralogisms. 
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have to know what this means. Kant seems to have had in 
mind a thought expressed earlier by Spinoza: 


Cogito ergo sum est propositio, quae huic, ego sum cogi- 
tans, aequivalet.1° 


This would suggest that in the cogito—even if there is not, 
for Kant as for Spinoza, an inference in a strict sense—there 
may be an inference of a sort from Ego sum cogitans to Ego 
sum analogous to an inference that might be drawn from Ego 
sum ambulans to Ego sum—or, in English, from “I am walk- 
ing” to “I am.” In a sense, such inferences are possible; but 
the question to be raised is, by virtue of what principle? One 
thing is certain: we cannot infer Ego sum from Ego sum 
ambulans by virtue of a principle relating the whole to its 
parts, as we might infer “p” from “p and q.” 

That this procedure was, again, not the one proposed by 
Descartes in the cogito seems to emerge clearly from what 
Mme. Rodis-Lewis writes on the point: 


The Cartesian procedure is more complex: from an ini- 
tial intuition, cogito (sive sum cogitans), where the sum 
has only a predicative function, Descartes moves to an 
existential statement ergo sum: sive existo; he then 
makes explicit the reality so apprehended in sum res 
cogitans.41 


There is, according to this account, a movement taking 
us from a predicative proposition to an existential proposi- 
tion, and it is based on a very general principle relating the 
two kinds of propositions. A great deal has been written about 
the exact nature of the relation in question, and I cannot 
enter into a thorough examination of the problem here. With 
regard to the point that interests us, it is enough to say that 
when we are concerned with a proposition of the form “f(a),” 
where f stands for the predicate and a for a proper name, a 
pronoun, or a definite description (leaving aside difficult 
cases), the proposition “f(a)” characteristically presupposes 


10 [“ ‘I think therefore I am’ is a proposition equivalent to ‘I am 
thinking.’ ”] Renati Descartes Princ. Phil., I, Prolegomenon. 
11 J Individualité selon Descartes, p. 96. 
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that there exists something corresponding to a. The relation 
of presupposition appears to differ from that of implication 
in this way: if p implies g and q is false, it follows that p 
is also false, whereas if p presupposes q and q is false, then 
p is neither true nor false.12 Thus, if I say, “The man in the 
garden is singing,” and there is no one in the garden, what I 
have said is neither true nor false—there is no subject of 
which the proposition can be right or wrong. If we are pre- 
pared to accept a relation of presupposition of this nature, 
it provides us with a kind of principle of inference; namely, if 
p presupposes q and pf is true, g must also be true. For since 
“p presupposes gq” means “gq must be true for p to be either 
true or false,” it follows a fortiori that q must be true for p 
to be true; in other words, if p is true, q is also true. And 
this I take to be the principle of the cogito. 

A possible objection to this line of reasoning is that even 
if we admit that there is a logical relation of presupposition 
between “f(a),” on the one hand, and “There exists some- 
thing designated by ‘a’,” on the other, it does not follow 
that we can extract from this relation anything of the nature 
of a principle of inference. For it might be said that a prin- 
ciple of inference is a principle authorizing us to infer one 
thing from another—say, “q” from “p.” But to infer “q” from 
“p” is to come to know “q” on the basis of “p”; and, in the 
case that interests us, this is inconceivable. Anyone who 
knows that “f(a)” is true (for example, who knows that the 
man in the garden is singing) must already know that “a” 
designates something (that is, that there is a man in the 
garden); hence, it is impossible for me to come to know that 
something is designated by “a” on the basis of the fact that 
I know that “f(a)” is true. It follows from this that I cannot 
infer the first proposition from the second, and so the rela- 
tion of presupposition existing between these two proposi- 
tions is not the basis of a principle of inference. 

This objection points up a real difficulty—a difficulty of 
which Descartes seems to have been aware in the case of the 
cogito. I do not believe, however, that the objection is valid, 


12P. T, Geach, “Russell’s Theory of Descriptions,” Analysis, 
1949, and P. F. Strawson, “On Referring,” Mind, 1950. 
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for it seems to confound psychological, or at any rate episte- 
mological, and logical considerations. It is extremely useful 
in logic to be able to say, for instance, that there is a princi- 
ple allowing us to infer “p” from “p and q” even on the as- 
sumption that it is in fact impossible to know the truth of 
“p and q” without first knowing the truth of “p.” I do not 
see why we should not also be justified in considering the 
relation of presupposition between “I think” and “I exist” 
as the basis of a principle of inference and hence of the cogito 
itself in so far as it is an inference—not, of course, in the 
sense of a syllogism with a suppressed major premise. If this 
is correct, there appears to be a close relation between Des- 
cartes’s “eternal truth” or “maxim” and a rule of language. 
And language—we should not forget—has at no time been 
eliminated by doubt: “Descartes, and even more his reader, 
begins to meditate in a universe of existing discourse.”28 

So far we have at most established that it is not incorrect 
to regard the cogito as an inference with an identifiable under- 
lying principle. I shall return to this point later. But we are 
now in a position to begin to probe more deeply into the 
certainty of the cogito by examining its premise. 

The first thing to be noted is that there is something par- 
ticularly revealing, and very well suited to Descartes’s pur- 
pose, in the use that he makes of the first person. “I” is 
clearly a referring term. If I say, “You, I, he—we are all dark” 
—which is to say “I, you, he—each of us is dark”—I have 
clearly referred to three different persons. I have, as it were, 
pointed them out one by one. What differentiates “I” from 
“you” and from third-person pronouns is that, unlike the oth- 
ers, it appears to be incapable of failing in its mission of re- 
ferring. I can say, “He is dark,” and discover that there is no 
one about and hence no one of whom I could say that he is 
dark. I may say, “You. . .” and realize that I am talking to 
a void. But “I” always points in the right direction and never 
misses its mark. So long as it introduces an intelligible ex- 
pression, the “I” used grammatically in uttering the expres- 
sion invariably points to the speaker. The objection might be 


13 Merleau-Ponty, Phénoménologie de la Perception, p. 459. 
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raised that this rule admits of several exceptions. If, for ex- 
ample, a wall little by little exhibited cracks that might be 
taken to be the shape of the words “I am dying,” we might 
read the series of marks as words forming an intelligible sen- 
tence and yet not on that account suppose that the “I” refers 
to a person. In parks in Great Britain and especially in the 
United States, I know there are baskets bearing the inscrip- 
tion “I am for your litter,” an expression doubly impossible 
to translate into French because of the ambiguity of “I am 
for” and the use of the first person. We might try to render 
it, “Donnez-moi vos détritus; je suis ]4 pour cela,” thus re- 
taining what is artificial and objectionable in the procedure 
of making a dustbin talk in order to give us a lesson in 
tidiness. But enough of this example, for we obviously know 
perfectly well what “I” stands for in this case. The example 
of the wall is more persuasive and more difficult. Everything 
depends on how we regard the marks on the wall. Certainly, 
we may see them simply as cracks that resemble writing and 
not take them to have meaning or to refer to anyone. Or we 
may, on the contrary, read a message in them, and this would 
mean that we think the wall is speaking or that a spirit is 
using the wall in an attempt to communicate something to 
us. Between these two extremes, we may find a place for the 
state of mind of someone who in fact reads the marks as 
words and sees an actual sentence there but none the less 
does not invoke spirits or believe in talking walls. We may, if 
we like, compare this state of mind with our attitude toward 
a quotation written on a blackboard. We may wonder how 
the sentence quoted might be used but not how, at this in- 
stant on the blackboard, it is being used. To summarize this 
point, we may say that “I” has this peculiar feature: if we 
consider a sentehce containing it as an actual assertion, we 
cannot doubt that “I” refers to someone. 

It seems to follow that if Descartes in his quest for cer- 
tainty had uttered any sentence whatever containing the term 
“T’ used correctly, he could equally well have concluded that 
he existed and “I think” in no way constitutes a privileged 
case. I am not of course the first to have raised this objec- 
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tion. To someone who objected, “Why not ‘I breathe’?” Des- 
cartes’s reply is very interesting: 


When someone says, “I breathe therefore I am,” and 
purports to demonstrate his existence from the fact that 
breathing could not exist without it, he demonstrates 
nothing at all, for he would first have had to prove that 
it is true that he breathes, and this is impossible without 
also having proved that he exists. But, if he intends to 
demonstrate his existence from the feeling or opinion he 
has of breathing, in the sense that he judges it to be im- 
possible that, even if this opinion should be false, he 
should have had it if he did not exist, his conclusion is 
sound. For then the thought of breathing occurs in the 
mind before the thought of his existing, and he cannot 
doubt that he has it while he has it. To say in this sense, 
“I breathe therefore I am,” is nothing other than “I think 
therefore I am.” And, if we examine other propositions 
from which we can in like manner prove our existence, 
we shall see that all of them come to the same thing.44# 


I believe that what Descartes is trying to point out in this 
passage is not what we might at first think. He seems to be 
saying this: it is possible to doubt that I breathe but not 
possible to doubt that I think. But what I am looking for in 
doubting is something that I cannot doubt is true, and this 
is that I think. It is from the certainty attained here that I 
infer that I exist. But, if this is what he is saying, we might 
object that it is of little importance whether “I breathe” is 
true or false; for, according to the principle of presupposi- 
tion, the moment that “I breathe” is capable of being true or 
false, Descartes has the right to infer that he exists. What is 
important is that he should be able to assert that he 
breathes and not that it should be true that he breathes. But 
is this not just what Descartes wants to bring out? To be sure 
that he breathes, he would first have to identify himself with 
a body and assume certain things that doubt will not permit. 
The important point is that he is able to assert that he 
breathes, and it is his reflection on this assertion that brings 


14 Letter of March 1638, p. 1003. Cf. Replies to the Fifth Set of 
Objections (to Gassendi), p. 478. 
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him to his conclusion. But reflection on his assertion is noth- 
ing other than the recognition of the fact that he thinks. 
There is no need for the assertion to be made overtly—for it 
to stir the air or leave marks on paper—for doubt would at- 
tach to the marks and to the sounds. It is from considera- 
tions like these that Descartes reaches the conclusion that 
what is of consequence in any proposition in the first person 
and enables him to succeed in proving his existence is the 
fact that he is able to assert it, in the restricted sense of as- 
sertion involved in the very act of thinking it. And this leads 
him to say that any proposition that I may try to put in the 
place of cogito will, if it is to perform the same function, 
bring me back to cogito. 

It is evidently necessary that the assertion “I think” turn 
out to be indubitable. For if it could be doubted that I was, 
in the limited sense of assertion, asserting something about 
myself, the principle of presupposition, together with the in- 
fallible power of “I” to refer, would not be enough to es- 
tablish with certainty that I existed. But it is just this prop- 
osition that is indubitable. As I said earlier, the proposition 
that I am asserting something, in the sense of uttering sounds, 
is still vulnerable to doubt, at least by Cartesian criteria; 
but, in the sense that I am thinking something, it is not. 
This is because the proposition “I think” contains within it 
the very conditions of its truth. As Professor Ayer has said, 
“If anyone does claim to know that he exists or that he is 
conscious, his claim must be valid, simply because its being 
valid is a condition of its being made.”!5 “I think” is, in a 
sense, the limiting case of a phenomenon that we find in 
propositions like “I am now speaking,” “I am now taking 
notes,” “I am now making a statement,” etc. The first propo- 
sition is true if we are speaking. It is not true when written. 
Conversely, with the second. The third is true in all circum- 
stances except those in which I merely entertain the propo- 
sition or say it to myself. And so on to “I think,” which is 
true whether I entertain it, say it, take note of it in writing, 
or in general no matter what I do so long as I think of it. 


15 The Problem of Knowledge, p. 53, or p. 86 here. 
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For the mere fact that I consider any proposition at all is a 
sufficient condition of the truth of the statement that I think. 
But these are exactly the same conditions that, according to 
the principles I formulated, establish that “I” refers to 
someone. 

None of this of course amounts to saying that “I think” 
or “I exist” is a logical truth or a tautology. It is, in a sense, 
perfectly clear that these propositions belong to a class of 
propositions that are true if they are asserted, conceived, etc., 
and not to the class of propositions that are true no matter 
what the facts may be. Unlike tautologies, they are not com- 
patible with every state of affairs. It is not easy, however, to 
state this point precisely without falling into confusion. 
Someone might, for instance, raise the objection that in cer- 
tain circumstances “I exist” or “I am thinking” might not be 
true, and it would be tempting to reply: “Yes, this would 
admittedly be so in circumstances in which we did not exist 
or we were not thinking.” But are we concerned here with 
the same proposition? I was speaking before of “I”—not of 
“we” or of “you.” The reply contains an apparent sophism, 
but it is not easy to say exactly what it is. This is a question 
that Professor Ayer discussed in a study of the cogito earlier 
than the one I quoted before: 


What makes this proposition [“I am not thinking”] ap- 
pear self-contradictory is the use of the personal pro- 
noun, as can be easily seen if one replaces the pronoun 
by a name or a description. If Descartes asserts that 
Descartes is not thinking, what he asserts is here again 
made false by his asserting it, but there is no temp- 
tation to suppose that the proposition “Descartes is not 
thinking” is self-contradictory. On the contrary, there is 
every reason to believe that it is at this moment true.!6 


This argument appears to rest on the following principle: 
if a sentence of the form “f(a)” is a contradiction in terms, 
and if “b” is an expression referring to the same thing as “a,” 
it follows that “f(b)” is necessarily contradictory. But this 


principle is not acceptable. Consider the sentence “Descartes 


16 “Cogito, ergo Sum,” Analysis, 1953. 
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was not Descartes.” We may assume that it contains an in- 
ternal contradiction. But now take any expression, such as 
“the tutor of Queen Christina,” that also refers to Descartes, 
and substitute it for the second “Descartes” in the preceding 
proposition. We obtain the sentence “Descartes was not the 
tutor of Queen Christina,” which may indeed be historically 
false but is nevertheless not contradictory. We have here an 
example of what Professor Quine very aptly called “referen- 
tial opacity.”17 According to Leibniz’s principle, I can, in 
any sentence of the form “f(a),” substitute “b” for “a” if 
“b” refers to the same thing as “a” without changing the 
truth value of the whole sentence—provided that the sentence 
occurs in its usual context. But I cannot perform this sub- 
stitution if “f(a)” occurs in a context in which the sen- 
tence is—directly or indirectly—in quotation marks; for exam- 
ple, in “‘f(a)’ is a tautology.” In this way Professor Ayer’s 
argument fails, if I have interpreted what he says correctly. 

But there are other ways to show that “I think” is not a 
tautology. We might adopt the definition of an analytic prop- 
osition that Waissman gives when he says it is a proposition 
that “can, by means of mere definitions, be turned into a 
truth of logic,”18 and try to see whether, proceeding in this 
way, we are able to reduce “I think” to a formal logical 
truth. We find that it is impossible. For even if we were to 
stretch Descartes’s conceptions to the point of having him 
say that “I” is defined as “a thinking thing” and if we then 
write “A thinking thing thinks” for “I think,” the sentence 
would be a logical truth only if we take it in the sense of “Any 
thinkiug thing thinks.” But clearly this would eliminate the 
very essence of what Descartes or anyone thinks he achieves 
with the “I” in writing “I think,” namely, an implication of 
existence. 

It does not seem, then, that the cogito is a tautology. It ap- 
pears, rather, to be a kind of inference from one proposition 
that is certain to another and to be based not only on the 


17W. V. Quine, “Reference and Modality,” in From a Logical 
Point of View (Harvard University Press, 1954). Cf. G. Frege, 
“On Sense and Reference.” 

18 “Analytic-Synthetic,” Analysis, 1949 et seq. 
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principle of presupposition and the unique properties of the 
word “I” but also on the autonomy of “J think.” Can we go 
further? Would it not be appropriate at this point to speak 
of the indefinable but persistent feeling that we experience 
before the absolute character of a certainty that encounters 
a sheer void and of our uneasiness before the idea that the 
exact point at which doubt is turned back is the point at 
which language itself is emptied of all content? It is very 
difficult to conceive what this “I” is that Descartes has proved 
to exist or what constitutes its existence. At this point Des- 
cartes addresses himself to the question and answers it. But 
can he turn to it only at this point? Should he not have an- 
swered it before? As he says elsewhere: “According to the 
laws of true logic, we should never ask of something whether 
it is unless we already know what it is. . . .”1® If so, should 
we not conclude a fortiori that we ought not to assert of 
something that it is if we do not already know what it is? 

We could not pretend to discuss the difficult problems at 
issue here without venturing into the philosophy of mind and 
an examination of methodic doubt. I shall instead make some 
concluding remarks—which will perhaps appear disconnected 
—about the problem of the content of the cogito. 

I should first point out the ambiguity surrounding the word 
“TY” when we read Descartes, which we also find in philoso- 
phers who raise questions of the sort “What do I know?” The 
“[” in sentences of this kind appears to be almost a stylistic 
sleight-of-hand. It tends to be used in a general and imper- 
sonal sense, and it is not of himself that a philosopher is for 
the most part thinking. It is the continuous use of this “I,” 
however, that gives the world he describes its infrangible ap- 
pearance. M. Merleau-Ponty has emphasized this aspect in 
Descartes: 


It is indeed a question of the I, but of an ideal I that is 
not properly mine nor Descartes’s but the I of any think- 
ing person.20 


19 Replies to the First Set of Objections, p. 348. 
20 Op. cit., p. 459. 
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I am pleased to be able to note in passing a point of con- 
vergence between France and Great Britain, for the same 
aspect, with regard to its consequences for the interpretation 
of skeptical theses, has recently been pointed out by two of 
our philosophers.?? 

Leaving this aspect aside, however, consider simply Des- 
cartes’s meditations and the point in these meditations at 
which we could say that the “I” in fact signified Descartes per- 
sonally. We certainly could say that it did, but is this not be- 
cause we know that it is Descartes in question and hence a 
philosopher answering to certain descriptions? But Descartes 
himself has eliminated these descriptions in his thinking in 
the course of his meditation on methodic doubt. What re- 
mained for him to think of himself? Was anything left? Here, 
we might be tempted to return to the “principle of presup- 
position.” This principle, as you will recall, is that a proposi- 
tion of the form “f(a)” “presupposes that there exists some- 
thing designated by ‘a’.” The last part of the statement of 
the principle calls for more detailed examination at this 
point, for it does not specify the way in which the existential 
proposition comprised in the presupposition is to be formed. 
When the expression “a” is a descriptive expression, there is 
no problem, for we can form the existential proposition di- 
rectly from “a.” Thus, in the case of “The man in the garden 
Is singing,” the existential presupposition is “There is a man 
in the garden.” But if the expression “a” is a proper name 
Or a pronoun, we have a more complicated case. The exis- 
tential presupposition of “Charles is in the garden” cannot 
be “There is (a) Charles,” for this has no meaning. Similarly, 
in the case of “He is in the garden.” In both cases we require 
an existential presupposition in which a description answer- 
ing to the thing in question is substituted for the name or for 
the pronoun. This description, or an analogous paraphrase, 
constitutes an answer to the question “Who is (a)?” in the 
case of a person or “What is (a)?” in the case of a thing. 
If someone says to us, “Charles is in the garden,” and then 


21), F. Thomson, “The Argument from Analogy,” Mind, 1950, 
and S. N. Hampshire, “The Analogy of Feeling,” Mind, 1951. 
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has no answer when we ask him,. “Who is Charles?,” we do 
not understand. In similar fashion, “he” calls for the ques- 
tion, “Who is he?” or more simply, “Who?” This question is 
answered by a description, like “the man over there,” that 
can in turn be used in the statement of the existential pre- 
supposition. 

If this is acceptable, the objection may be raised that in 
the cogito we have exactly the type of sentence in which the 
principle of presupposition cannot operate. For in itself the 
assertion “I exist” appears—if indeed it is only an appearance 
—to have no content unless we can fill the gap with a de- 
scriptive proposition as a substitute for “I.” But Descartes in 
doubting has eliminated the possibility of giving any descrip- 
tion at all of this kind. We may for this reason contend that 
the cogito presents an illegitimate application of the princi- 
ple of presupposition, since the principle applies only if we 
can furnish a descriptive expression to “explain” a noun or 
pronoun and fill the gap in the existential proposition. And 
this condition is not satisfied in the present case. 

It is not altogether clear, however, that this criticism ap- 
plies to the use of the word “I” in the cogito. For, as Pro- 
fessor Ayer has pointed out, we can imagine cases in which 
“T am conscious” would have an intelligible sense even if the 
subject himself were unable to attach any descriptive expres- 
sion to the “I”—cases of amnesia or of coming out of a coma, 
for example.?? Also, “I” is admittedly less closely tied in a 
certain sense to descriptive expressions than “you” or third- 
person pronouns. And the reason for this is clear. “I,” unlike 
other pronouns, cannot fail to refer to a certain person, as 
we have already seen. But the descriptive proposition, which 
indicates exactly the thing that the speaker means, is needed 
just to eliminate any possibility of confusion among a num- 
ber of things that he may have in mind when he uses a pro- 
noun. Since in the case of “I” there can be no possible equivo- 
cation and since the word cannot fail to refer, the need of a 
description 1s therefore less great. 

But even if we were disposed to accept “I think” in the 


22 The Problem of Knowledge, pp. 50-51, or pp. 84-85 here. 
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case in which no satisfactory explanation of what “I” stands 
for is possible, we might still be in doubt about “I exist” or 
“I am” in the sense of “I exist.” For if the meaning of “exist” 
is to be clear, we must be able to replace it with “There exists 
a...” which in turn has meaning only if it is followed by a 
descriptive expression. This might lead us to think that there 
is always something paradoxical in saying “I exist,” and the 
paradoxical character will perhaps appear more clearly if we 
again invoke the principle of presupposition. If the use of 
referring words like “I” presupposes the existence of what is 
designated, the presupposition at work in the case of “I” in 
“I exist” is such that the proposition will presuppose itself. 
A condition of its being true will be that it was already true— 
a condition that seems to create a certain uneasiness from a 
logical point of view. It would be an exaggeration to say that 
we can never attach the least meaning to “I exist.” I indeed 
can if I already know in addition a certain number of de- 
scriptive propositions about myself, and it is to these prop- 
ositions that I appeal in giving content to what I say when I 
say, “I exist.” 

Nevertheless, it must be said—at least I shall for my part 
say it—that all these reasons taken together do not succeed 
In persuading me that Descartes’s conclusion is lacking in 
sense, nor even that in its logical form it is, strictly speaking, 
incorrect. We should, rather, apply ourselves to attaining a 
deeper understanding of the way in which the cogito does 
violence to the principle of presupposition in the use of “I.” 
As we have seen, “I” has the characteristic of referring in- 
fallibly to the person who uses it in speaking; but “I” fulfills 
this unique function only by isolating the speaker and de- 
taching him from others and from the world. In a solipsistic 
universe, in which nothing and no one exists except in me 
and “for me,” what function can it fulfill? None, for the “IT” 
is ubiquitous. There is nothing, nor can there. be anything, 
from which it is to be distinguished. Yet it is in this way 
that the world appears to Descartes at the crucial point at 
which the cogito is situated. 

It is in this direction, I believe, that we must look for a 
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deeper examination of the cogito. I must content myself here 
with indicating the general course of such an investigation. 
To undertake it would lead me far beyond the limits of this 


discussion. 


D* 


COGITO, ERGO SUM: 
INFERENCE OR PERFORMANCE? 
JAAKKO HINTIKKA 


1. Cogito, ergo sum as a problem. The fame (some would 
say the notoriety) of the adage cogito, ergo sum makes one 
expect that scholarly industry has long since exhausted what- 
ever interest it may have historically or topically. A perusal of 
the relevant literature, however, fails to satisfy this expecta- 
tion. After hundreds of discussions of Descartes’s famed prin- 
ciple we still do not seem to have any way of expressing his 
alleged insight in terms which would be general and precise 
enough to enable us to judge its validity or its relevance to 
the consequences he claimed to draw from it. Thirty years 
ago Heinrich Scholz wrote that there not only remain many 
important questions concerning the Cartesian dictum unan- 
swered but that there also remain important questions un- 
asked.1 Several illuminating papers later, the situation still 
seems essentially the same today. 


2. Some historical aspects of the problem. This uncertainty 
of the topical significance of Descartes’s dictum cannot but 
reflect on the discussions of its historical status. The con- 
temporaries were not slow to point out that Descartes’s prin- 


The Philosophical Review, Vol. LXXI, No. 1, Jan. 1962, pp. 3-32. 
Reprinted with the permission of the author and The Philosophical 
Review. The paper is as revised and reprinted in Meta-Meditations: 
Studies in Descartes, Alexander Sesonske and Noel Fleming, eds. 
(Belmont, California: Wadsworth Publishing Company, Inc., 1965) 
PPA Se 70: | , 

1 Heinrich Scholz, “Ober das Cogito, ergo sum,” Kant-Studien, 
XXXVI (1931), 126-147. 
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ciple had been strikingly anticipated by St. Augustine. Al- 
though later studies have unearthed other anticipations,? 
notably in Campanella and in the Schoolmen, scholars still 
seem to be especially impressed by Descartes’s affinity with 
St. Augustine, in spite of his unmistakable attempts to mini- 
mize the significance of Augustine’s anticipation. It cannot 
be denied, of course, that the similarities are striking. One 
may wonder, however, whether they are all there is to the 
matter. Perhaps there are also dissimilarities between Des- 
cartes and Augustine important enough to justify or at least 
to explain the one’s reluctance to acknowledge the extent of 
the other’s anticipation. But we cannot tell whether there is 
more to Descartes’s cogito, ergo sum than there is to St. Au- 
gustine’s similar argument before we can tell exactly what 
there is to the cogito argument. 

If there are important differences between Descartes and 
his predecessors, the question will also arise whether some of 
the anticipations are closer than others. For instance, Des- 
cartes could have found the principle in St. Thomas Aquinas 
as well as in St. Augustine. Which of the two saints comes 
closer to the cogito, ergo sum? 


3. What is the relation of cogito to sum? What kind of 
topical questions does cogito, ergo sum give rise to? One of 
the most important questions is undoubtedly that of the logi- 
cal form of Descartes’s inference. Is it a formally valid infer- 
ence? If not, what is logically wrong about it? 

But there is an even more fundamental question than 
these. Does Descartes’s dictum really express an inference? 
That it does is suggested by the particle ergo. According to 
Descartes, however, by saying cogito, ergo sum he does not 
logically (syllogistically) deduce sum from cogito but rather 
perceives intuitively (“by a simple act of mental vision”) the 


2 See e.g. L. Blanchet, Les antécédents du “Je pense, donc je suis” 
(Paris, 1920); Etienne Gilson, Etudes sur le réle de la pensée médié- 
vale dans la formation du systéme cartésien (Etudes de philosophie 
médiévale, XIII) (Paris, 1930), 2d pt., ch. ii, and the first appendix; 
Heinrich Scholz, “Augustinus und Descartes,” Blatter fiir deutsche 
Philosophie, V (1932), 406-423. 
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self-evidence of sum.3 Similarly, Descartes occasionally says 
that one’s own existence is intuitively obvious without bring- 
ing in cogito as a premise. Sometimes he intimates that his 
“first principle” is really the existence of his mind—and not 
the principle cogito, ergo sum, by means of which this exist- 
ence is apparently deduced.5 Once he formulates the cogito 
principle as ego cogitans existo without using the word ergo 
at all.é 

But if it is true that the Cartesian dictum does not express 
an inference, equally perplexing questions are bound to arise. 
Not only is the particle ergo then misplaced; the word cogito 
is likewise out of place in a sentence which only serves to call 
attention to the self-evidence of sum. 

But is the word cogito perhaps calculated to express the 
fact that thought is needed for grasping that sum is intui- 
tively evident? Was it perhaps an indication of the fact that 
intuition was not for Descartes an irrational event but an act 
of the thinking mind, an “intellectual intuition,” as it has 
been aptly expressed?? Even if this is part of the meaning 
of the word, the question will remain why Descartes wanted 
to stress the fact in connection with this particular insight. 
The same point would equally well apply to most of the 
other propositions of the Cartesian system; and yet Descartes 
does not say, for example, cogito, ergo Deus est in the way 
he says cogito, ergo sum. 

Clearly the word cogito must have some further function 
in Descartes’s sentence. Even if the sentence did not express 
a syllogistic inference, it expressed something sufficiently like 


8 Cuvres de Descartes, published by C. Adam and P. Tannery 
(Paris, 1897-1913), VII, 140; The Philosophical Works of Des- 
cartes, trans. by E. S. Haldane and G. R. T. Ross (London, 1931), 
IT, 38. In the sequel, these editions will be referred to as AT and HR, 
respectively, with Roman numerals referring to volumes. Normally I 
shall not follow Haldane and Ross’s translation, however; I shall 
make use of the existing translations (notably of those by N. Kemp 
Smith and by Anscombe and Geach) rather eclectically. 

4AT X, 368; HR I, 7. 

5 AT IV, 444; AT VU, 12; HR I, 140. 

SAT VII, 481; HR IU, 282. 

7L. J. Beck, The Method of Descartes (Oxford, 1952), ch. iv. 
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an inference to make Descartes call his sentence a reasoning 
(ratiocinium),® refer to expressing it as inferring (inferre) ,® 
and call sum a conclusion (conclusio) 1° As Martial Gueroult 
has trenchantly summed up the problem: “1° Descartes se 
refuse a considérer le Cogito comme un raisonnement. .. . 
2° Pourquoi s’obstine-t-il alors au moins a trois reprises (In- 
quisitio veritatis, Discours, Principes) a présenter le Cogito 
sous la forme qu'il lui dénie?”! 

Since the word cogito is not dispensable and since it is not 
just a premise from which the conclusion sum is deduced, 
the relation of the two becomes a problem. One of the main 
objectives of this essay is to clear up their relation. 


4. Cogito, ergo sum as a logical inference. But can we be 
sure that Descartes’s dictum does not express a logical infer- 
ence? In many respects it seems plausible to think that it 
does. Its logical form seems quite easy to define. In the sen- 
tence “I think” an individual receives an attribute; for a mod- 
ern logician it is therefore of the form “B(a).” In the sen- 
tence “I am,” or “I exist,” this same individual is said to 
exist. How can one represent such a sentence formally? If 
Quine is right in claiming that “to be is to be a value of a 
bound variable,” the formula “(Ex) (x = a)” serves the pur- 
pose. And even if he is not right in general, in this particular 
case his claim is obviously justified: “a exists” and “there ex- 
ists at least one individual identical with a” are clearly synony- 
mous. Descartes’s dictum therefore seems to be concerned 
with an implication of the form 


(1) B(a) > (Ex) (x=a). 


8 AT X, 523; HR I, 324. 

9 AT VII, 352; HR I, 207; cf. AT III, 248. 

10 Principia philosophiae 1, 9; AT VII, 7; HR I, 222; cf. AT II, 
37, and AT V, 147. 

11 Martial Gueroult, “Le Cogito et la notion ‘pour penser il faut 
étre,’”’ Travaux du [Xe Congres International de philosophie (Con- 
gres Descartes) (Paris, 1937; reprinted as the first appendix to 
Gueroult’s Descartes selon lordre des ratsons, Paris, 1953, II, 307- 
312). See p. 308. 
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Descartes perceives that he thinks; hence he obtains the 
premise B(a). If (1) is true, he can use modus ponens to 
conclude that he exists. Those who want to interpret the 
Cogito as a logical inference may now claim that (1) is in 
fact true, and even logically provable; for is not 


B(a) D (Ex) (x =a& B(x) ) 


a provable formula of our lower functional calculi? And does 
not this formula entail (1) in virtue of completely unprob- 
lematic principles? It may seem that an affirmative answer 
must be given to these questions, and that Descartes’s argu- 
ment is thus easily construed as a valid logical inference. 

Views of this general type have a long ancestry. Gassendi 
already claimed that ambulo, ergo sum, “I walk, therefore I 
am,” is as good an inference as cogito, ergo sum.!2 It is ob- 
vious that on the interpretation just suggested, Gassendi will 
be right. The alleged provability of (1) does not depend 
on the attribute “B” at all. The gist of Descartes’s argument 
is on the present view expressible by saying that one cannot 
think without existing; and if (1) is an adequate representa- 
tion of the logical form of this principle, one can indeed 
equally well say that one cannot walk without existing. 

This already makes the interpretation (1) suspect. In this 
reply to Gassendi, Descartes denies that ambulo, ergo sum is 
comparable with cogito, ergo sum.13 The reasons he gave are 
not very clear, however. A part of the burden of his remarks 
is perhaps that although the inferences ambulo, ergo sum 
and cogito, ergo sum are parallel—as being both of the form 
(1)—their premises are essentially different. Ambulo is not 
an indubitable premise in the way cogito may be claimed to 
be. 

But even if we make this allowance, there remain plenty 
of difficulties. As we saw, Descartes sometimes denics that 
in the cogito argument sum is deduced from cogito. But on 
the view we are criticizing the argument is a deduction. The 
view is therefore unsatisfactory. 

12In his objections to the Second Meditation (AT VII, 258- 


259; HR II, 137). 
13 AT VII, 352; HR II, 207. 
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It is also unsatisfactory because it does not help us to un- 
derstand the role of the cogito argument in the Cartesian 
system. In so far as I can see, it does not, for example, help 
us to appreciate the consequences Descartes wanted to draw 
from his first and foremost insight. 

The gravest objection, however, still remains to be made. 
It may be shown that the provability of (1) in the usual 
systems of functional calculus (quantification theory) has 
nothing to do with the question whether thinking entails ex- 
istence. An attempt to interpret Descartes’s argument in 
terms of the provability of (1) is therefore bound to remain 
fruitless. 

By this I mean the following: if we have a closer look at 
the systems of logic in which (1) can be proved, we soon dis- 
cover that they are based on important existential presuppost- 
tions, as I have elsewhere called them.14 They make more or 
less tacit use of the assumption that all the singular terms 
with which we have to deal really refer to (designate) some 
actually existing individual.15 In our example this amounts to 
assuming that the term which replaces a in (1) must not be 
empty. But since the term in question is “I,” this is just an- 
other way of saying that I exist. It turns out, therefore, that 
we in fact decided that the sentence “I exist” is true when 
we decided that the sentence “I think” is of the form B(a) 
(for the purposes of the usual systems of functional logic) .1¢ 
That we were then able to infer (Ex) (x = a) from B(a) 
is undoubtedly true, but completely beside the point. 

It is possible to develop a system of logic which dispenses 


14In “Existential Presuppositions and Existential Commitments,” 
Journal of Philosophy, LVI (1959), 125-137. 

15 A}l the singular terms (e.g. names or pronouns) which in an 
application may be substituted for a free individual variable are as- 
sumed to do so; and as a consequence all the free individual variables 
have to behave like singular terms which really possess a reference (or 
“bearer,” vulgarly “referent”). 

16 Cf. Leibniz’ incisive remark: “And to say I think, therefore I 
am, is not properly to prove existence by thought, since to think and 
to be thinking is the same thing; and to say, 1 am thinking, is already 
to say, I am” (Nouveaux Essais, tr. by A. G. Langley (La Salle, 


Ill., 1949), IV, 7, sec. 7). 


114 Jaakko Hintikka 


with the existential presuppositions.17 If in such a system 
we could infer “I exist” from “I think’—i.e. (Ex) (x = a) 
from B(a)—it would be highly relevant to the question 
whether thinking implies existence in Descartes’s sense. But 
this we cannot do. The truth of a sentence of the form (1) 
turns entirely on existential presuppositions. If they are given 
up, the provability of (1) goes by the board. 

My point may perhaps be illustrated by means of an ex- 
ample constructed for us by Shakespeare. Hamlet did think 
a great many things; does it follow that he existed? 


5. Descartes’s temptation. In spite of all this, there are pas- 
sages in Descartes which seem to support the interpretation 
under criticism. I do not want to deny that it expresses one 
of the things Descartes had more or less confusedly in mind 
when he formulated his famous dictum. But it is important 
to realize that this interpretation is defective in important 
respects. It does not help to elucidate in any way some of 
Descartes’s most explicit and most careful formulations. It 
is at best a partial interpretation. 

One can see why some interpretation like the one we have 
been criticizing attracted Descartes. It gave him what must 
have seemed a very useful way of defending his own doc- 
trines and of silencing criticism. He could always ask: How 
can it possibly be true of someone that he thinks unless he 
exists? And if you challenge the premise that he is thinking 
(why cannot the all-powerful malin génie make it appear to 
him that he is thinking?), Descartes could have replied that 
in a sense the premise is redundant. He could have resorted 
to some such argument as the following: If I am right in 
thinking that I exist, then of course I exist. If I err in thinking 
that I exist or if I as much as doubt whether I exist, then I 
must likewise exist, for no one can err or doubt without ex- 
isting. In any case I must therefore exist: ergo sum. 

This neat argument is a petitio principii, however, as you 


17 Such a system was outlined in the paper referred to in note 14. 
Essentially the same system was developed independently by Hugues 
Leblanc and Theodore Hailperin in “Nondesignating Singular 
Terms,” Philosophical Review, LXVIII (1959), 239-243. 
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may perhaps see by comparing it with the following similar 
argument: Homer was either a Greek or a barbarian. If he 
was a Greek, he must have existed; for how could one be a 
Greek without existing? But if he was a barbarian, he like- 
wise must have existed. Hence he must have existed in any 
case. 

The latter argument is obviously fallacious; the celebrated 
Homeric question cannot be solved on paper. By the same 
token, the former argument is also fallacious.18 

Did Descartes realize that it is misguided to represent his 
insight in the way we have been discussing? It is very difficult 
to tell. Certainly he never realized it fully. He seems to have 
realized, however, that on this interpretation the validity of 
his argument depends essentially on existential presupposi- 
tions. For when he tried to present his fundamental doctrines 
in a deductive or “geometrical” form, he tried to formulate 
these presuppositions in so many words by saying that “we 
can conceive nothing except as existent (nisi sub ratione ex- 
istentis)” (AT VII, 166; HR IJ, 57). This statement is all 
the more remarkable since it prima facie contradicts what 
Descartes says in the Third Meditation about “ideas ... 
considered only in themselves, and not as referred to some 
other thing,” namely that “they cannot, strictly speaking, be 
false.” It also contradicts the plain fact that we can think of 
(mentally consider) unicorns, or Prince Hamlet, without 
thereby committing ourselves to maintaining that they exist. 

The fact also remains that Descartes resorted to the in- 
terpretation we have been criticizing mainly in his more pop- 
ular writings. As Gueroult noticed, he does not resort to it 
in the Meditationes. His most explicit use of it occurs in 
Recherche de la vérité, in a dialogue whose didactic character 
has been particularly emphasized by Ernest Cassirer.1® Des- 


18 But maybe you are not convinced; maybe you feel that the ques- 
tion of Descartes’s own existence is essentially different from the ques- 
tion of Homer’s existence. If so, you are right. I have not wanted to 
deny that there is a difference, and an important one. All I am saying 
is that the reconstruction we are considering does not bring out this 
difference. 

19 Descartes: Lehre, Persénlichkeit, Wirkung (Stockholm, 1939), 
p. 126. 
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cartes’s most careful formulations of the cogito argument, 
notably those in the Meditationes de prima philosophia, seem 
to presuppose a different interpretation otf the argument. 


6. Existential inconsistency. In order to understand this 
second interpretation of the Cogito we have to have a closer 
look at the logic of Descartes’s famed argument. Descartes’s 
formulations in the Meditationes and elsewhere suggest that 
his result may be expressed by saying that it was impossible 
for him to deny his existence. One way in which Descartes 
could have tried to (but did not) deny this would have been 
to say, “Descartes does not exist.” As a preliminary to our 
study of Descartes’s first-person sentence cogito, ergo sum 
we shall inquire into the character of this third-person sen- 
tence. The reasons why Descartes could not have maintained 
the latter will turn out to be closely related to the reasons 
why he asserted the former, if I am right. 

What, then, are these reasons? What general characteristic 
of the sentence “De Gaulle does not exist” makes it awk- 
ward for De Gaulle to assert it?2° I shall try to formulate 
this general characteristic by saying that it is existentially in- 
consistent for De Gaulle to assert (to utter) this sentence. 
The notion of existential inconsistency may be defined as fol- 
lows; let p be a sentence and a a singular term (e.g. a name, 
a pronoun, or a definite description). We shall say that p is 
existentially inconsistent for the person referred to by a to 
utter if and only if the longer sentence 


(2) “p; and a exists” 


is inconsistent (in the ordinary sense of the word). In order 
to avoid our own objections we must of course require that 
the notion of ordinary inconsistency which is used in the defi- 
nition involves no existential presuppositions. Provided that 
this is the case, we may write (2) more formally as 


(2)" “p & (Ex) (x=). 


20 My example is inspired by his predilection for referring to him- 
self in the third person. 
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(As the informed reader has no doubt already noticed, we 
should really use quasi quotes instead of double quotes in 
(2) and (2)’.) 

A trivial reformulation of the definition shows that the no- 
tion of existential inconsistency really formulates a general 
reason why certain statements are impossible to defend al- 
though the sentences by means of which they are made may 
be consistent and intelligible. Instead of saying that (2) is 
inconsistent, we could have said that p entails “a does not 
exist” (without the use of any existential presuppositions but 
otherwise in the ordinary sense of entailment). Uttering 
such a sentence, p, will be very awkward for the bearer of a: 
it means making a statement which, if true, entails that its 
maker does not exist. 

It is important to realize that the ills of such statements 
cannot be blamed on the sentences by means of which they 
are made.”! In fact, the notion of existential inconsistency 
cannot be applied at all to sentences. As we defined the no- 
tion, it is a relation between a sentence and a singular term 
rather than a property of sentences. The notion of existen- 
tial inconsistency, however, can often be applied to state- 
ments in a fairly natural sense. In order to specify a state- 
ment we have to specify (inter alia) the sentence uttered 
(say, q) and its utterer. If the latter refers to himself by 
means of the singular term b when he makes his statement, 


21 I]t may be worth while to recall here the distinction between a 
sentence, an utterance, and a statement. A sentence is of course a 
grammatical entity that involves no reference to any particular ut- 
terer or any particular time of utterance. An utterance is an event (a 
speech-act) that may be specified by specifying the uttered sentence, 
the speaker, and the occasion on which he makes his utterance. 

Utterances of declarative sentences (with prima-facie fact-stating 
intent) are typical examples of statements. (The term does not seem 
especially happy, but I shall retain it because it appears to be rather 
widespread.) A statement is an event (an act) occurring in some 
particular context. Usually it is a speech-act of a certain kind, but we 
shall not insist on that. For our purposes a statement may equally 
well be made, e.g. by writing a sentence. Any act will do which is 
prima facie designed to serve the same purposes as the act of uttering 
a declarative sentence with the intention of conveying bona fide in- 
formation. 
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we may say that the notion applies to the statement if and 
only if it applies to g in relation to b. 

A simple example will make the situation clear. The sen- 
tences “De Gaulle does not exist” and “Descartes does not 
exist” are not inconsistent or otherwise objectionable any 
more than the moot sentence “Homer does not exist.” None 
of them is false for logical reasons alone. What would be (ex- 
istentially) inconsistent would be the attempt of a certain 
man (De Gaulle, Descartes, or Homer, respectively) to use 
one of these sentences to make a statement. Uttered by some- 
body else, the sentences in question need not have anything 
wrong or even strange about them. 

It lies close at hand to express this important feature of 
the notion of existential inconsistency by means of a term 
which has recently enjoyed wide currency. The inconsistency 
(absurdity) of an existentially inconsistent statement can in 
a sense be said to be of performatory (performative) char- 
acter. It depends on an act or “performance,” namely on a 
certain person’s act of uttering a sentence (or of otherwise 
making a statement); it does not depend solely on the means 
used for the purpose, that is, on the sentence which is being 
uttered. The sentence is perfectly correct as a sentence, but 
the attempt of a certain man to utter it assertively is curiously 
pointless. If one of these days I should read in the morning 
paper, “There is no De Gaulle any more,” I could under- 
stand what is being said. But no one who knows Charles de 
Gaulle could help being puzzled by these words if they were 
uttered by De Gaulle himself; the only way of making sense 
of them would be to give them a nonliteral meaning. 

We can here see how the existential inconsistency of De 
Gaulle’s fictional utterance (as well as the inconsistency of 
other existentially inconsistent statements) manifests itself. 
Normally a speaker wants his hearer to believe what he says. 
The whole “language-game” of fact-stating discourse is based 
on the assumption that this is normally the case. But nobody 
can make his hearer believe that he does not exist by telling 
him so; such an attempt is likely to have the opposite result. 
The pointlessness of existentially inconsistent statements is 
therefore due to the fact that they automatically destroy one 
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of the major purposes which the act of uttering a declarative 
sentence normally has. (“Automatically’ means here some- 
thing like “for merely logical reasons.”) This destructive ef- 
fect is of course conditional on the fact that the hearer knows 
who the maker of the statement is, that is, that he identifies 
the speaker as the same man the uttered sentence is about. 

In a special case a self-defeating attempt of this kind can 
be made without saying or writing anything or doing any- 
thing comparable. In trying to make others believe something 
I must normally do something which can be heard or seen or 
felt. But in trying to make myself believe something there is 
no need to say anything aloud or to write anything on paper. 
The performance through which existential inconsistency 
arises can in this case be merely an attempt to think—more 
accurately, an attempt to make oneself believe—that one 
does not exist.?2 

This transition from “public” speech-acts to “private” 
thought-acts, however, does not affect the essential features 
of their logic. The reason why Descartes’s attempt to think 
that he does not exist necessarily fails is for a logician ex- 
actly the same as the reason why his attempt to tell one of 
his contemporaries that Descartes did not exist would have 
been bound to fail as soon as the hearer realized who the 
speaker was. 


7. Existentially inconsistent sentences. It can be seen that 
we are approaching Descartes’s famous dictum. In order to 
reach it we have to take one more step. We have found that 
the notion of existential inconsistency is primarily applicable 
to statements (e.g. declarative utterances) rather than to sen- 


22 This means, in effect, that Descartes arrives at his first and fore- 
most insight by playing for a moment a double role: he appears as 
his own audience. It is interesting and significant that Balz, who for 
his own purposes represents Descartes’s quest as a dialogue between 
“Cartesius, who voices Reason itself,” and ‘René Descartes the Eve- 
ryman,” finds that they both “conspire in effecting this renowned 
utterance,” the cogito ergo sum, wherefore “in some sense, its mean- 
ing is referable both to Cartesius and René Descartes.” See Albert 
G. A. Balz, Descartes and the Modern Mind (New Haven, 1952), 


pp. 89-90. 
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tences. In a sense, it may of course be defined for sentences, 
too, namely by making it relative to a term (name, pronoun, 
or definite description) occurring therein. This is in fact what 
we did when we first introduced the notion; we said inter alia 
that the sentence “De Gaulle does not exist” is existentially 
inconsistent for De Gaulle (i.e. for the person referred to by 
“De Gaulle”) to utter. Sometimes it may even be possible 
to omit the specification “for . . . to utter,” namely when 
the intended speaker can be gathered from the context. 

In a frequently occurring special case such an omission is 
not only natural but almost inevitable. It is the case in which 
the speaker refers to himself by means of the first-person 
singular pronoun “I.” This pronoun inevitably refers to who- 
ever happens to be speaking. The specification “inconsistent 
for . . . to utter’ therefore reduces to the tautology “incon- 
sistent for whoever happens to be speaking to utter,” and 
may therefore be omitted almost always. In a special case, the 
notion of existential inconsistency may therefore be defined 
for sentences simpliciter and not only for sentences thought 
of as being uttered by some particular speaker. These are the 
sentences which contain a first-person singular pronoun. The 
existential inconsistency of such a sentence will mean that 
its utterer cannot add “and [ exist” without contradicting 
himself implicitly or explicitly. 

There are purposes, however, for which it may be mislead- 
ing to forget the specification. Forgetting it may be danger- 
ous since it leads one to overlook the important similarities 
which obtain between existentially inconsistent sentences and 
existentially inconsistent statements. In a perfectly good 
sense, existentially inconsistent sentences are all right as sen- 
tences. They may be said to be consistent and sometimes 
even significant (e.g. when they occur as parts of more com- 
plicated sentences). According to their very definition, exis- 
tentially inconsistent sentences are not so much inconsistent 
as such as absurd for anyone to utter. Their (existential) in- 
consistency is therefore of performatory character exactly in 
the same sense as that of the existentially inconsistent state- 
ments. The only difference between the two lies in the fact 
that the latter are inconsistent for some particular man to 


Cogito, Ergo Sum: Inference or Performance? 121 


make while the former are inconsistent for anyone to ut- 
ter. The inconsistency of existentially inconsistent sentences 
means that whoever tries to make somebody (anybody) be- 
lieve them, by so doing, helps to defeat his own purpose.?3 
Such an attempt may take the form of uttering the sentence 
assertively; or it may take the form of trying to persuade 
oneself of the truth of the sentence in question. 

In the same way as existentially inconsistent sentences de- 
feat themselves when they are uttered or thought of, their 
negations verify themselves when they are expressly uttered 
or otherwise professed. Such sentences may therefore be 
called existentially self-verifying. The simplest example of a 
sentence of this kind is “J am,” in Descartes’s Latin ego sum, 
ego existo. 


8. Descartes’s insight. Now we have reached a point where 
we can express precisely the import of Descartes’, insight (or 
at least one of its most important aspects). It seems to me 
that the most interesting interpretation one can give to it is 
to say that Descartes realized, however dimly, the existential 
inconsistency of the sentence “I don’t exist” and therefore 
the existential self-verifiability of “I exist.” Cogito, ergo sum 
is only one possible way of expressing this insight. Another 
way actually employed by Descartes is to say that the sen- 
tence ego sum is intuitively self-evident. 

We can now understand the relation of the two parts of 
the cogito, ergo sum and appreciate the reasons why it cannot 
be a logical inference in the ordinary sense of the word. What 
is at stake in Descartes’s dictum is the status (the indubita- 
bility) of the sentence “I am.” (This is shown particularly 
clearly by the formulations of the Second Meditation.) Con- 
trary appearances notwithstanding, Descartes does not dem- 
onstrate this indubitability by deducing sum from cogito. On 
the other hand the sentence “I am” (“I exist”) is not by it- 
self logically true, either. Descartes realizes that its indubita- 
bility results from an act of thinking, namely from an at- 


23 For this reason it might be more appropriate to call them (ex- 
istentially) self-defeating than (existentially) inconsistent. 
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tempt to think the contrary. The function of the word cogito 
in Descartes’s dictum is to refer to the thought-act through 
which the existential self-verifiability of “I exist” manifests 
itself. Hence the indubitability of this sentence is not strictly 
speaking perceived by means of thinking (in the way the in- 
dubitability of a demonstrable truth may be said to be); 
rather, it is indubitable because and in so far as it is actively 
thought of. In Descartes’s argument the relation of cogito to 
sum is not that of a premise to a conclusion. Their relation 
is rather comparable with that of a process to its product. 
The indubitability of my own existence results from my 
thinking of it almost as the sound of music results from play- 
ing it or (to use Descartes’s own metaphor?‘) light in the 
sense of illumination (lux) results from the presence of a 
source of light (lumen). 

The relation which the particle ergo serves to express in 
Descartes’s sentence is therefore rather peculiar.25 Perhaps 
it would have been less misleading for Descartes to say, “I am 
in that J think,” or “By thinking I perceive my existence,” 
than to say, “I think, therefore I am.” It may be worth noting 
that one of our formulations was closely anticipated by St. 
Thomas Aquinas when he wrote: “Nullus potest cogitare se 
non esse cum assensu: in hoc enim quod cogitat aliquid, per- 
cipit se esse” (De veritate, X, 12, ad 7). The peculiarity of 
this relation explains Descartes’s vacillation in expressing it 
in that he sometimes speaks of the Cogito as an inference 
and sometimes as a realization of the intuitive self-evidence 
of its latter half. 


24 See his letter to Morin, dated July 13, 1638 (AT II, 209). 

25 Martial Gueroult has again neatly located the source of trouble 
by calling our attention to the peculiarities of this relation. He has 
realized that Descartes’s dictum does not (merely) express a logical 
relation between thinking and existing but that it is concerned with 
an additional “fact” or “act” (“le fait ou l’acte,” “le fait brut de 
Yexistence donnée”) which is just what is needed to show the cer- 
tainty of my existence. However, his explanations leave the status of 
this fact or act (which cannot be an ordinary fact given to us by our 
senses or by introspection) rather vague. Nor does Gueroult realize 
that the logical aspect of Descartes’s insight is in principle completely 
dispensable. See Gueroult’s Descartes, II, 310. 
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Similarly we may now appreciate the function of the word 
cogito in Descartes’s sentence as well as his motives in em- 
ploying it. It serves to express the performatory character of 
Descartes’s insight; it refers to the “performance” (to the act 
of thinking) through which the sentence “I exist” may be 
said to verify itself. For this reason, it has a most important 
function in Descartes’s sentence. It cannot be replaced by any 
arbitrary verb. The performance (act) through which the ex- 
istential self-verifiability is manifested cannot be any arbitrary 
human activity, contrary to what Gassendi claimed. It can- 
not be an act of walking or an act of seeing. It cannot even 
be an instance of arbitrary mental activity, say of willing or 
of feeling. It must be just what we said it is: an attempt 
to think in the sense of making myself believe (an attempt 
to think cum assensu, as Aquinas put it) that I do not exist. 
Hence Descartes’s choice of the word cogito. This particular 
word is not absolutely indispensable, however, for the act of 
thinking to which it refers could also be called an act of 
doubting; and Descartes does admit that his insight is also 
expressible by dubito, ergo sum (in Recherche de la vérité, 
AT X, 523; HR I, 324; cf. also Principia philosophiae, I, 7). 

But did I not say that the performance through which an 
existentially self-verifying sentence verifies itself may also be 
an act uttering ii? Is this not incompatible with Descartes’s 
use of the word cogito? There is no incompatibility, for Des- 
cartes says exactly the same. In his second meditation on first 
philosophy he says in so many words that the sentence “I 
exist” is necessarily true “whenever I utter it or conceive it 
in my mind”—“quoties a me profertur, vel mente concipitur” 
(AT VII, 25; HR I, 150) .26 


286 What we have said shows that Descartes’s verbs cogitare and 
dubitare are not, in the last analysis, the most accurate ones for de- 
scribing the act through which the sentence “I don’t exist” defeats 
itself. It is not strictly true to say that an inconsistency arises from 
Descartes’s attempt to think that he does not exist or to doubt that 
he does. Somebody else may think so; why not Descartes himself? 
He can certainly think so in the sense of contemplating a “mere 
possibility.” What he cannot do is to persuade anybody (including 
himself) that he does not exist; wherefore he cannot try to profess 
(to others or to himself) that he does not exist without defeating 
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The performatory character of Descartes’s insight presup- 
poses a characteristic feature of his famous method of doubt 
which has frequently been commented on in other contexts. 
Descartes’s doubt does not consist in the giving up of all 
Opinions, as a skeptic’s doubt might. Nor is it an attempt to 
remove certain specific sources of mistakes from our thinking, 
like Francis Bacon’s. It amounts to an active attempt to think 
the contrary of what we usually believe. For this reason Des- 
cartes could claim that in an important point this rather 
doctrinaire doubt of his defeats itself. A skeptic’s passive 
doubt could never do so. 

The performatory character of Descartes’s insight is in fact 
part and parcel of the general strategy of his reductio ad 
absurdum (or perhaps rather projectio ad absurdum) of 
skepticism. This strategy is brought out very well by Richard 
Popkin in his important work The History of Skepticism from 
Erasmus to Descartes.27 As Popkin writes, “Only by forcing 
oneself to doubt and negate to the greatest possible degree, 
can one appreciate the indubitable character of the cogito.” 


9. The Cogito and introspection. The attempt to see the 
Cogito as a logical inference is not the only one-sided in- 
terpretation of Descartes’s insight. Sometimes it has been 
understood, on the contrary, as a more or less purely factual 
statement, as a mere Tatsachenwahrheit.28 This interpreta- 


his own attempt. In fact, Descartes himself resorts to explanations 
of this kind when he gives his most explicit explanation of the moves 
which made him recognize the self-evidence of his own existence. In 
the passage just quoted he uses the Latin verb proferre and a little 
earlier the verb persuadere for the purpose. A literal-minded Cartesian 
might thus want to conclude as his basic truth, ego sum professor 
rather than sum res cogitans. 

27 The History of Skepticism from Erasmus to Descartes (Wijs- 
gerige Teksten en Studies IV, Van Gorcum & Co., Assen, 1960) 
ch. ix, especially pp. 185-187. See also Henri Gouhier, “Doute 
méthodique ou négation méthodique?” Etudes Philosophiques, IX 
(1954), 135-162. — 

28 For the history of this view as well as for an interesting argu- 
ment for its importance, see P. Schrecker, “La méthode cartésienne 
et la logique,” Revue philosophique, CXXIII (1937), 336-367, es- 
pecially pp. 353-354- 
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tion is often combined with a definite view as to how this 
particular truth is ascertained, namely by introspection. The 
function of the Cogito, on this view, is to call our attention 
to something every one of us can ascertain when he “gazes 
within himself.” 

It is very misleading, however, to appeal to introspection in 
explaining the meaning of the Cogito, although there is likely 
to be a connection between the notion of introspection and 
the peculiarities of the Cartesian argument. We have seen 
that an existentially inconsistent sentence may also defeat it- 
self through an “external” speech-act. The reason why Des- 
cartes could not doubt his own existence is in principle ex- 
actly the same as the reason why he could not hope to mislead 
anybody by saying “I don’t exist.” The one does not presup- 
pose introspection any more than the other. What the 
philosophers who have spoken of introspection here are likely 
to have had in mind is often performatoriness rather than 
introspectiveness. 

The independence of Descartes’s insight of introspection 
is illustrated by the fact that there is a peculiarity about 
certain sentences in the second person which is closely related 
to the peculiarities of Descartes’s ego sum, ego existo. In the 
same way as it is self-defeating to say “I don’t exist,” it is 
usually absurd to say “You don’t exist.” If the latter sentence 
is true, it is ipso facto empty in that there is no one to whom 
it could conceivably be addressed. 

What makes us connect the Cogito with introspection is 
the “spiritualization” which takes place when an “external” 
speech-act is replaced by a thought-act and on which we com- 
mented above. In the Cogito it is presupposed that a man not 
only can converse with his fellow men but is also able to 
“discourse with himself without spoken sound” in a way 
closely reminiscent of Plato’s famous definition of thinking 
“as a discourse that the mind carries on with itself” (and 
also reminiscent of Peirce’s pertinent remarks on the dialogi- 
cal character of thought2®), 


29 Collected Papers (Cambridge, Mass., 1931-1958), VWI, sec. 
338; V, sec. 421. 
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Another reason why it is natural to connect the Cogito with 
one’s self-knowledge is implicit in what was said above. In 
order to ascertain that a statement like “De Gaulle does not 
exist” (supposing that it is made by De Gaulle himself) 1s 
existentially inconsistent, I have to know the speaker; I have 
to identify him as the selfsame man whom his statement is 
about. In the same way, appreciating the existential inconsist- 
ency of an utterance of the form “I don’t exist” presupposes 
realizing that the man whom it is about is necessarily the 
speaker himself. Descartes’s cogito insight therefore depends 
on “knowing oneself” in the same literal sense in which the 
insight into the self-defeating character of the statement “De 
Gaulle does not exist” depends on knowing De Gaulle. Ex- 
pressed in less paradoxical terms, appreciating the cogito 
argument presupposes an ability to appreciate the logic of 
the first-person pronoun “I.” And although mastering the lat- 
ter is not the same thing as the capacity for introspection, 
the two are likely to be connected with each other concep- 
tually (logically). The cogito insight is essentially connected 
with one’s own case in the same way introspection is, we 
might say. 


10. The singularity of the Cogito. Descartes realized that 
his cogito argument deals with a particular case, namely with 
his own. This is in fact typical of his whole procedure; it is 
typical of a man who asked “What can I know?” rather than 
“What can men know?” Descartes denied that his argument 
is an enthymeme whose suppressed major premise is “E:very- 
body who thinks, exists.” He seems to have thought, never- 
theless, that this general sentence is a genuine generalization 
of the insight expressed by his singular sentence.?° 

The general sentence cannot be such a generalization of 
the Cogito, however; it cannot serve as a general truth from 
which the sentence cogito, ergo sum could be inferred, as 
Descartes seems to have thought. This is perhaps seen most 
readily by making explicit the existential presuppositions 
which are implicit in the general sentence. If they are re- 


30 See AT IX, 205-206; HR II, 127; cf. AT VU, 140-141; HR 
II, 38. 
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moved, the sentence takes the form “Every actually existing 
individual that thinks, exists” and becomes a tautology. This 
tautology is useless for the purpose Descartes had in mind; 
it can entail “I think, therefore I exist” only in conjunction 
with the further premise “I exist.” This further premise, how- 
ever, is exactly the conclusion that Descartes ultimately 
wanted to draw by means of the cogito argument. Hence the 
alleged deduction becomes a petitio principii. 

Alternatively we might try to interpret the word “every- 
body” which occurs in the general sentence as somehow rang- 
ing over all thinkable individuals rather than all actually 
existing individuals. I am sure that such a procedure is illicit 
unless further explanations are given. But even if it were legit- 
imate, it would not help us to formulate a true generalization 
of the Cartesian sentence. For then our generalization would 
take the form “Every thinkable individual that thinks, exists” 
and become false, as witnessed by Shakespeare’s meditative 
Prince of Denmark. 

In a sense, therefore, Descartes’s insight is not generaliza- 
ble. This is of course due to its performatory character. Each 
of us can formulate “for himself” a sentence in the first 
person singular that is true and indubitable, namely the 
Cartesian sentence ego sum, ego existo. But since its indubi- 
tability is due to a thought-act which each man has to per- 
form himself, there cannot be any general sentence which 
would be indubitable in the same way without being trivial. 
The cogito insight of each of us is tied to his own case even 
more closely than Descartes realized .31 


11. The role of the Cogito in Descartes’s system. Our 
interpretation is supported by the fact that it enables us to 
appreciate the role of Descartes’s first and foremost insight in 
his system, that is, to understand the conclusions he thought 
he could draw from the Cogito. For one thing, we can now 
see the reason why Descartes’s insight emerges from his own 
descriptions as a curiously momentary affair. It is a conse- 


81 As Popkin aptly observes (op. cit., p. 187), “the method of 
doubt is the cause rather than the occasion of the acquisition of new 
knowledge” (my italics). 
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quence of the performatoriness of his insight. Since the cer- 
tainty of my existence results from my thinking of it in a 
sense not unlike that in which light results from the presence 
of a source of light, it is natural to assume (rightly or 
wrongly) that I can be really sure of my existence only as 
long as I actively contemplate it. A property which a proposi- 
tion has because and in so far as it is actually thought of 
easily becomes a property which belongs to it only as long as 
it is thought of. In any case, this is what Descartes says of 
the certainty of his own existence. I can be sure of my exist- 
ence, he says, “while” or “at the same time as” I think of it 
or “whenever” or “as often as” I do so.32 “Whereas I had 
only to cease to think for an instant,” he says, “and I should 
then (even although all the other things I had imagined still 
remained true) have no grounds for believing that I can have 
existed in that instant” (Discours, Part IV; AT VI, 32-33; 
HR I, 101). 

This shows, incidentally, that the sole function of the word 
cogito in Descartes’s dictum cannot be to call attention to the 
fact that his insight is obtained by means of thinking. For 
of an ordinary insight of this kind (e.g. of a demonstrative 
truth) we may of course continue to be sure once we have 
gained it. 

In the same way we can perhaps see why Descartes’s insight 
cogito, ergo sum suggested to him a definite view of the na- 
ture of this existing ego, namely that its nature consists en- 
tirely of thinking. We have seen that Descartes’s insight is 
not comparable with one’s becoming aware of the sound of 
music by pausing to listen to it but rather with making sure 
that music is to be heard by playing it oneself. Ceasing to 
play would not only stop one’s hearing the music, in the way 
ceasing to listen could; it would put an end to the music it- 
self. In the same way, it must have seemed to Descartes, his 
ceasing to think would not only mean ceasing to be aware 
of his own existence; it would put an end to the particular 
way in which his existence was found to manifest itself. To 
change the metaphor, ceasing to think would not be like 


82 See, e.g. Principia philosophiae 1, 7; 1, 8; I, 49. 
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closing one’s eyes but like putting out the lamp. For this 
reason, thinking was for Descartes something that could not 
be disentangled from his existence; it was the very essence of 
his nature. We may thus surmise that the original reason why 
Descartes made the (illicit but natural) transition from 
cogito, ergo sum to sum res cogitans was exactly the same as 
the reason for the curious momentariness of the former 
which we noted above, namely the performativeness of the 
cogito insight. In any case, the two ideas were introduced by 
Descartes in one and the same breath. The passage we just 
quoted from the Discours continues as follows: “From this 
I knew that I was a substance whose whole essence or nature 
consists entirely in thinking.” In the Meditationes Descartes 
is more reserved. He has already become aware of the difh- 
culty of converting his intuitive idea of the dependence of 
his existence on his thinking into a genuine proof, The way 
in which the idea of the dependence is introduced is, never- 
theless, exactly the same: “Ego sum, ego existo. This is cer- 
tain. How long? As long as I think. For it might indeed be 
that if I entirely ceased to think, I should thereupon alto- 
gether cease to exist. I am not at present admitting anything 
which is not necessarily true; and, accurately speaking, I am 
therefore only a thinking thing” (AT VII, 27; HR I, 151- 
152). 

The transition from cogito, ergo sum directly to sum res 
cogitans remains inexplicable as long as we interpret the 
Cogito in terms of the logical truth of (1). For then the 
blunt objections of Hobbes carry weight: Even if it were true 
that we can validly infer ambulo ergo sum or video ergo sum, 
there would not be the slightest temptation to take this to 
suggest that one’s nature consists entirely of walking or of 
seeing in the way Descartes thought he could move from 
cogito, ergo sum to sum res cogitans. (Cf. AT VII, 172; HR 
Il, 61.) 


12. Descartes and his predecessors. It seems to me that 
Descartes is distinguished from most of his predecessors by 
his awareness of the performatory character of his first and 
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foremost insight.33 In spite of all the similarities that there 
obtain between Descartes and St. Augustine, there are also 
clear-cut differences. In so far as I know, there is no indica- 
tion that Augustine was ever alive to the possibility of in- 
terpreting his version of the Cogito as a performance rather 
than as an inference or as a factual observation.34 As far as 
Augustine is concerned, it would be quite difficult to dis- 
prove a “logical” interpretation such as Gassendi and others 
have given of the Cartesian cogito argument. What he dwells 
on is merely the “impossibility of thinking without existing.” 
I do not see any way in which Augustine could have denied 
that ambulo, ergo sum or video, ergo sum are as good in- 
ferences as cogito, ergo sum and that the sole difference be- 
tween them lies in the different degree of certainty of their 
premises. 

In this respect, there is an essentially new element present, 
however implicitly, in Descartes’s formulations. This differ- 
ence also shows in the conclusions which Descartes and 
Augustine drew from their respective insights. For instance, 
Augustine used his principle as a part of an argument which 
was designed to show that the human soul is tripartite, con- 
sisting of being, knowing, and willing. We have already seen 
that Descartes’s insight was for him intimately connected 
with the notion of thinking (rather than, say, of willing or 
feeling): the performance through which an existentially in- 
consistent sentence defeats itself can be an act of thinking 
of it, but it cannot possibly be an act of willing or of feeling. 
Hence Descartes could use the performatorily interpreted 
cogito insight to argue that the human soul is a res cogitans, 
but not to argue that it is essentially a willing or fecling 
being. In view of such differences, is it at all surprising that 
Descartes should have emphasized his independence of 
Augustine? 

If there is a predecessor who comes close to Descartes, 


33 The difference is matked even though Descartes himself was 
not fully aware in all respects of the nature of his insight. 

34T'o some extent this may be merely an indication that the 
cogito insight was in Augustine less fully developed than it is in 
Descartes. 
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he is likelier to be St. Thomas than St. Augustine. We have 
already quoted a passage in Aquinas which shows much more 
appreciation of the performatory aspect of the Cogito than 
anything in Augustine. The agreement is not fortuitous; 
Aquinas’ ability to appreciate the performatoriness of the 
Cogito was part and parcel of his more general view that “the 
intellect knows itself not by its essence but by its act.”35 The 
significance of this crucial similarity between Aquinas and 
Descartes is not diminished by the interesting dissimilarities 
which also obtain between them. For instance, it is not di- 
minished by the fact that for Aquinas the relevant acts of 
intellect needed an object other than the intellect itself, 
whereas Descartes denies “that a thinking being needs any 
object other than itself in order to exercise its activity” (AT 
IX, 206; HR If, 128). This dissimilarity is smaller than it 
first appears to be. Descartes did not hold that the thinking 
mind could apprehend itself directly, but only by means of 
its activities (see his reply to Hobbes’s second objection; also 
AT VII, 422; HR IT, 241; HR UJ, 343), exactly as Aquinas 
did. I should go as far as to wonder whether there is more 
than a coincidence to the fact that Descartes was particularly 
close to Aquinas (as far as the cogito insight is concerned ) 
in that work of his, in the Meditationes, in which the Tho- 
mistic influence on him is in many other respects most 
conspicuous. 


13. Summing up. Some of the main points of our analysis 
of the Cogito may be summed up as follows: Whatever he 
may have thought himself, Descartes’s insight is clear but 
not distinct,3> to use his own terminology. That is to say, 
there are several different arguments compressed into the ap- 
parently simple formulation cogito, ergo sum which he does 
not clearly distinguish from each other. 

(i) Sometimes Descartes dealt with the Cogito as if it 
were an expression of the logical truth of sentences of the 


85 Summa theologica, 1, 0.87, art. 1. 


386 For the relation of the two notions in Descartes, see N. Kemp 
Smith, New Studies in the Philosophy of Descartes (London, 1952), 


pp. 52 ff. 
E 
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form (1) or at least of the indubitable truth of a particular 
sentence of this form. On this interpretation the argument 
cogito, ergo sum is on the same footing with such arguments 
as volo, ergo sum. Arguments like video, ergo sum or ambulo, 
ergo sum can be said to be less convincing than the Cogito 
merely because their premises are not as indubitable as that 
of Descartes’s argument. The word cogito may thus be re- 
placed by any other word which refers to one of my acts of 
consciousness. 

(11) Descartes realized, however, that there is more to the 
Cogito than interpretation (i). He realized, albeit dimly, that 
it can also serve to express the existential self-verifiability of 
the sentence “I exist” (or the existential inconsistency of 
“I don’t exist”). On this interpretation the peculiarity of the 
sentence ego sum is of performatory character. The verb 
cogitare now has to be interpreted rather narrowly. The word 
cogito may still be replaced by such “verbs of intellection” as 
dubito (or profero) but not any longer by verbs referring to 
arbitrary mental acts, such as volo or sentio. This interpreta- 
tion, and only this one, makes it possible to understand Des- 
cartes’s rash transition from cogito, ergo sum to sum res 
cogitans. 

By comparing the two interpretations we can further elu- 
cidate certain peculiarities of Descartes’s thought. We shall 
mainly be concerned with the following two points: 

(A) Descartes does not distinguish the two interpretations 
very clearly. We cannot always expect a clear answer to the 
question whether a particular instance of the cogito argument 
is for him an inference or a performance. The two types of 
interpretation merge into each other in his writings in a 
confusing manner. 

(B) Nevertheless, the relation of these two possible in- 
terpretations of the Cartesian Cogito throws light on the 
meaning of the critical verb cogitare in the different parts of 
Descartes’s philosophy. 


14. The ambiguity of the Cartesian Cogito. (A) Interpreta- 
tion (ii) easily gives rise to an expectation that is going to be 
partly disappointed. It easily leads us to expect a definite 
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answer to the question: What was Descartes thinking of in 
that thought-act which to him revealed the indubitability of 
his own existence? Interpretation (ii) suggests that Descartes 
should have been thinking of his own existence. This agrees 
very well with some of Descartes’s most explicit pronounce- 
ments. One of them was already quoted above (in the 
penultimate paragraph of section 8). In the same connection 
Descartes writes: “Let him [viz. Descartes’s malin génie] de- 
ceive me as much as he will, he can never cause me to be 
nothing so long as I shall be thinking that I am something.” 
The same point is repeated in the Third Meditation (AT 
VII, 36; HR I, 158-159). 

Elsewhere, however, Descartes often uses formulations 
which clearly presuppose that his crucial thought-act pertains 
to something different from his mere existence. These formu- 
lations can be understood, it seems to me, as hybrids between 
the two arguments (i) and (ii). This hybridization was un- 
doubtedly encouraged by the following (correct) observation: 
If the sentence “I don’t exist” is existentially self-defeating, 
then so are a fortiori such sentences as “I think, but I don’t 
exist” or “I doubt, but I don’t exist.” In other words, there 
are no objections in principle to saying that what is at stake 
in the Cogito is the status of these latter sentences rather 
than that of the sentence “I don’t exist.” 

On this intermediate interpretation the word cogito has a 
curious double role in Descartes’s dictum. On one hand, it is 
a part of the proposition whose status (indubitability) is at 
stake. On the other hand, it refers to the performance 
through which the indubitability of this proposition is re- 
vealed. If we are on the right track, we may expect that this 
duality of functions will sometimes be betrayed by Descartes’s 
formulations, that is, that he will sometimes use two “verbs 
of intellection” (such as think, doubt, conceive, and the like) 
where on interpretation (i) there should be only one. This 
expectation turns out to be justified: “. . . from this very 
circumstance that I thought to doubt [je pensais a douter] 
the truth of those other things, it very evidently and very 
certainly followed that I was .. .” (Discours, Part IV; my 
italics); “. . . but we cannot in the same way conceive that 
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we who doubt these things are not. . .” (Principia philoso- 
phiae I, 7; my italics). 

This duplication of verbs of intellection?? shows that we 
still have to do with a performatory insight. Where Augustine 
would have said that nobody can doubt anything without ex- 
isting, Descartes in effect says that one cannot think that one 
doubts anything without thereby demonstrating to oneself 
that one exists. But he does not clearly distinguish the two 
arguments from each other. He thinks that interpretation 
(ii), thus expanded, is tantamount to interpretation (i). For 
instance, the passage which we just quoted from the Principia 
continues as follows: “. .. for there is a contradiction in 
conceiving that what thinks does not, at the same time as it 
thinks, exist.” The change may seem small, but it makes all 
the difference. In the first passage Descartes is saying that it 
is impossible for him to think that he himself should not 
exist while he doubts something. In the second passage he says 
that it is impossible for him to think that anybody else should 
not exist while he (the other man) doubts something. The 
former passage expresses a performatory insight, whereas 
the latter cannot do so. We have moved from the ambit of 
interpretation (ii) to that of interpretation (7) 38 


15. The ambiguity of the Cartesian cogitatio. (B) To tell 
what Descartes meant by the verb cogitare is largely tanta- 
mount to telling what is meant by his dictum: sum res 
cogitans. We saw that this dictum originally was for Des- 
cartes a consequence (a fallacious, albeit natural one) of the 


87 That a verb of intellection should in Descartes serve to describe 
the object of another thought-act is all the more remarkable as it 
is virtually inconsistent with his explicit doctrines. For Descartes held 
that “one thought [conscious act, cogitationem] cannot be the ob- 
ject of another” (Reply to Hobbes’s second objection; cf. AT VII, 
422; HR II, 241). 

38 This is not strictly true, for the second passage is concerned 
with the alleged inconsistency of sentences of the form “b thinks 
that a does not exist while a doubts something,” whereas interpreta- 
tion (i) was concerned with the alleged inconsistency of sentences of 
the form “a does not exist while he doubts something.” The dif- 
ference is immaterial for our purposes, however, and was obviously 
neglected by Descartes. 
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principle cogito, ergo sum, which for this purpose had to be 
given interpretation (ii). From this it follows that the word 
cogitans has to be interpreted as referring to thinking in the 
ordinary sense of the word. It is not surprising, however, that 
Descartes should have included more in his alleged conclu- 
sion sum res cogitans than it would have contained on the 
basis of the way in which he arrived at it even if this way had 
amounted to a demonstration. 

Descartes had to reconcile his “conclusion” that the essence 
of a human being consists entirely of thinking (in the ordi- 
nary sense of the word) and the obvious fact that there are 
genuine acts of consciousness other than those of thinking, 
for example those of willing, sensing, feeling, and the like. 
This he sought to accomplish by extending the meaning of 
the verb cogitare. He tried to interpret all the other acts of 
consciousness as so many modes of thinking.?® In this at- 
tempt he was helped by the following two facts: 

(a) The meaning of the verb cogitare was traditionally 
very wide. According to Alexandre Koyré, “it embraced not 
only ‘thought’ as it is now understood, but all mental acts 
and data: will, feeling, judgment, perception, and so on.”4° 
Because of this traditionally wide range of senses of the word 
Descartes was able to smuggle more content into his “result” 
sum res cogitans than the way in which he reached it would, 
in any case, have justified. 

It is significant that nonintellectual acts of consciousness 
enter into the argument of the Meditationes at the moment 
when Descartes pauses to ask what a res cogitans really is, 
that is, what is meant by the cogitatio of a res cogitans: 


What then am I? A thinking thing [res cogitans.] What 
is a thinking thing? It is a thing that doubts, under- 
stands, asserts, denies, wills, abstains from willing, that 
also has sense and imagination. These are a good many 
properties—if only they all belong to me. But how could 
they fail to? [AT VII, 28; HR I, 153] 


89 Cf. N. Kemp Smith, op. cit., pp. 324-331. 
40 See his introduction to Descartes, Philosophical Writings, ed. 
and trans. by E. Anscombe and P, Geach (Edinburgh, 1954), p. 


XXXVIi. 


136 Jaakko Hintikka 


Descartes is not here simply stating what is meant by a res 
cogitans. He is not merely formulating the conclusion of an 
argument; he is proceeding to interpret it.41 This is shown 
by the last two quoted sentences. For if willing and sensation 
were included in Descartes’s thinking ego already in virtue 
of the argument which led him to conclude sum res cogitans, 
there would not be any point in asking whether they really 
belong to his nature. . 

(b) However, the wide range of senses of the verb cogitare 
in Descartes is not all due to external influence. There are 
factors in his own thinking which tend in the same direction. 
Among other things, the confusion between the two interpre- 
tations is operative here. Descartes can hope (as we saw) to 
be able to jump from cogito, ergo sum to sum res cogitans 
only if interpretation (ii) is presupposed. This interpretation 
in turn presupposes a narrowly “intellectual” meaning of the 
verb cogitare in that it cannot be replaced by any arbitrary 
verb which refers to some act of one’s immediate conscious- 
ness. In contrast, on interpretation (i) the verb cogitare could 
be understood in this wide sense. The confusion between the 
two interpretations made it possible for Descartes to deal 
with the “conclusion” sum res cogitans as if it were based on 
a cogito argument in which cogitatio covers all one’s acts of 
consciousness—as he strictly speaking is not justified in doing. 

This explains Descartes’s apparent inconsistency in using 
the verb cogitare. It is interesting to note that some of the 
critics (e.g. Anscombe and Geach; see op. cit., p. xlvii) who 
have most strongly stressed the wide extent of this verb in 
Descartes have nevertheless been forced to say that in the 
cogito argument the verb is used in a rather narrow sense to 
refer to what we nowadays call thinking. This may seem para- 
doxical in view of the fact that the broad interpretation is 
applied in the first place to the sentence sum res cogitans 
to which Descartes moved directly from the cogito argument. 
In our view, this prima-facie paradox disappears if we realize 
the ambiguity of the cogito argument. 


41 A little earlier Descartes had written: “I am, then, a real thing. 
. . . What thing? I have said it, a thinking thing. And what more 
am I?” (my italics; AT VII, 27; HR I, 152). 


Cogito, Ergo Sum: Inference or Performance? 137 


The close connection between this argument and the no- 
tion of cogitatio in Descartes is amply demonstrated by his 
formulations. In our last quotation Degcartes was left asking 
whether doubt, understanding, will, sense, imagination, and 
the like belong to his nature. He reformulates this question 
successively as follows: “. . . how can any of these things be 
less true than my existence? Is any of these something dis- 
tinct from my thinking [cogitatione]? Can any of them be 
called a separate thing from myself?” Only such things could 
belong to Descartes’s nature as were as certain as his exist- 
ence. Why? The reason is seen from the context of the quota- 
tion. Descartes had already pronounced his Cogito; he had 
already ascertained the indubitability of his existence. He 
held that nothing he did not have to know in order to as- 
certain this could, in the objective order of things, constitute 
a necessary condition of his existence.42 Such things could 
not belong to his essence, for “nothing without which a thing 
can still exist is comprised in its essence.”43 Hence nothing 
could belong to his essence or nature that he could not be 
sure of already at the present stage of his argument, that is, 
nothing that he could not ascertain in the same way and at 
the same time as he ascertained his own existence. For this 
reason, nothing that belonged to his nature could be “less 
true than his existence.” 

What this requirement amounts to is that everything that 
Descartes was willing to accept as a part of his nature (even 
in the sense of being a mere mode of his basic nature of 
thinking) had to be shown to belong to him by means of the 
cogito argument in the same way in which he “demonstrated” 
that thinking belonged to him by “deducing” sum res cogitans 
from cogito, ergo sum. A mental activity was for Descartes a 
part of his nature if and only if the corresponding verb could 
function as the premise of a variant of the cogito argument. 
For instance, the sense in which apparent sensation can be 


42 This part of his doctrine was criticized by Arnauld and others. 
In the preface to the Meditationes and in his replies to objections 
Descartes sought to defend himself. The question whether he suc- 
ceeded is not relevant here. 

43 AT VI, 219; HR II, 97. 
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said to belong to his nature (as a mode of thinking) is for 
Descartes exactly the same as the sense in which he could 
infer sentio, ergo sum. The former is explained by Descartes 
as follows: 


Finally, it is I who have sensations, or who perceive cor- 
poreal objects as it were by the senses. Thus, I am now 
seeing light, hearing a noise, feeling heat. These things 
are false [it may be said], for I am asleep; but at least I 
seem to see, to hear, to be warmed. This cannot be false; 
and this is what is properly called my sensation; further, 
sensation, precisely so regarded, is nothing but thinking 
[cogitare]. [AT VII, 29; HR I, 153] 


The latter is explained in a strikingly similar way: 


Suppose I say I see or I am walking, therefore I exist. 
If I take this to refer to vision or walking as corporeal 
action, the conclusion is not absolutely certain; for, as 
often happens during sleep, I may think I am secing 
though I do not open my eyes, or think that I am walking 
although I do not change my place; and it may even be 
that I have no body. But if I take it to refer to the actual 
sensation or awareness [sensu sive conscientia] of seeing 
or walking, then it is quite certain; for in that case it has 
regard to the mind, and it is the mind alone that has 
sense or thought [sentit sive cogitat] of itself seeing or 
walking. [Principia I, 9; cf. Descartes’s similar reply to 
Gassendi’s objections to the Cogito. ] 


In short, the reason why sensation belonged to Descartes’s 
nature was for him exactly the same as the reason why he 
could argue sentio, ergo sum. For him, doubting, willing, and 
seeing were modes of his basic nature of thinking exactly 
in the same sense in which the arguments dubito ergo sum, 
volo ergo sum, and video ergo sum were variants or “modes” 
of the argument cogito ergo sum. 

Why, then, is one of these arguments a privileged one? If 
Descartes could argue volo, ergo sum and sentio, ergo sum 
as well as cogito, ergo sum, why did he refuse to infer that 
his nature consists of “Wille und Vorstellung,” claiming as 
he did that it consists entirely of thinking? The answer is 
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again implicit in the ambiguity of the cogito argument. Such 
parallel arguments as volo, ergo sum presuppose interpreta- 
tion (i). Now there was more to the Cartesian Cogito than 
this interpretation; Descartes was also aware of the “per- 
formatory” interpretation (ii). It is the latter interpretation 
that gives the verb cogitare a privileged position vis-a-vis such 
verbs as velle or videre. Descartes could replace the word 
cogito by other words in the cogito, ergo sum; but he could 
not replace the performance which for him revealed the in- 
dubitability of any such sentence. This performance could be 
described only by a “verb of intellection” like cogitare. For 
this reason, the verb cogitare was for Descartes a privileged 
one; for this reason nothing could for him belong to his na- 
ture that was “something distinct from his thinking.” 

This special role of the verb cogitare seems to me difficult 
to explain otherwise. If I am right, the conspicuous privileges 
of this verb in Descartes therefore constitute one more piece 
of evidence to show that he was aware of interpretation (it). 

There is a further point worth making here. We have al- 
ready pointed out that the verb cogitare is not the most ac- 
curate one for the purpose of describing the performance 
which for Descartes revealed the certainty of his existence 
(see note 26). This inaccuracy led Descartes to assimilate 
the peculiarities of the existentially self-defeating sentence “I 
do not exist” to the peculiarities of such sentences as “I 
doubt everything” or “I am not thinking anything.” There is 
an important difference here, however. The latter sentences 
are not instances of existential inconsistency. They are in- 
stances of certain related notions; they are literally impossible 
to believe or to think in a sense in which “I do not exist” 
is not. I have studied the peculiarities of some such sentences 
elsewhere (in Knowledge and Belief, An Introduction to 
the Logic of the Two Notions. Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell Uni- 
versity Press, 1962). In many respects, their properties are 
analogous to those of existentially self-defeating sentences.*4 


44] am indebted to Professors Norman Malcolm and G. H. von 
Wright for several useful suggestions in connection with the present 
essay. 
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Ii 


Descartes considers that by the process he has described in 
the first two Meditations he has become certain of and so 
knows his own existence, though doubtful of the existence 
of everything else. 

He then in effect asks himself: ‘As I have attained this one 
certainty, is it not now open to me to attain others and so 
come to have other knowledge?’ His reader naturally expects 
him to answer ‘no’; for he has expressly said that he has 
found the existence of everything else doubtful, and that 
seems to finish the matter. Indeed, the plan on which he 
proceeds in the first two Meditations really requires him to 
stop—as having finished the task he has set himself. 

Descartes, however, inconsistently, thinks otherwise. His 
idea (a fallacious idea) is that by analysing the process by 
which he has become certain of his own existence, he can 
discover the general nature of the process of becoming cer- 
tain of something, and that once we know its general nature, 
we can use this knowledge to attain other certainties, and 
indeed all such certainties as we are capable of attaining. 

Descartes at once proceeds to carry out this analysis. In 
fact, however, he gives a different account from that implied 
in the second Meditation, and we should first consider the 
latter. 

The key to the earlier account is to be found in Descartes’s 
saying in effect: “The mere fact that I was persuaded of some- 


From H. A. Prichard, Knowledge and Perception (1950), pp. 80— 
104, by permission of the Clarendon Press, Oxford. 
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thing, whether truly or falsely, e.g. that there was no such 
thing as a world, involves my existence’. This statement im- 
plies that if he had been asked, when writing the second 
Meditation, what rendered him certain of his own existence, 
he would have had to say that it was his certainty that he had 
had a certain persuasion, together with the certainty that 
any persuasion involves the existence of a self which is 
persuaded, distinct from the persuasion. And we could say 
that according to this account we become certain of some 
fact in nature by consideration of certain other facts in 
nature. 

The account of the Third Meditation is, however, different. 
Unfortunately it is obscure. What he says? is: 


In this first knowledge, doubtless, there is nothing 
which makes me certain of its truth except the clear and 
distinct perception of what I say, which would not in- 
deed suffice to make me certain that that which I say 
is true, if it could ever happen that a thing which I con- 
ceived thus clearly and distinctly should prove false; and 
accordingly it seems to me that already I can establish as 
a general rule that all the things which we conceive? 
very clearly and very distinctly are true. 


Here, if we put in what is necessary to complete the sense, 
what Descartes appears to be saying is this: 


In this knowledge that I exist, what renders me certain 
that the thought that I exist is true, is my certainty that 
this thought is an act of perceiving clearly and distinctly 
that I exist; but this certainty would not be sufficient to 
do this, unless I was also certain, that any state of per- 
ceiving clearly and distinctly is necessarily true. 


And he should have added not—as he does—‘hence it now 
seems to me that any such state must be true’, but ‘hence I 
now know that I have already been certain, and so already 
know that any such state must be true’. Also, he should have 


1 Pp. 115-116. [Prichard cites the Veitch translation. In Haldane 
and Ross, the reference is I, 158; and, in Adam and Tannery, VII, 


2 The Latin version uses percipere. 
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added that this knowledge that I exist requires an additional 
certainty, viz. that where a thought is necessarily true, the fact 
must correspond. 

This account is obviously different in two ways. For (1) it 
introduces a new note—that of perceiving something clearly 
and distinctly, and (2) according to this account we become 
certain of a fact in nature only indirectly, by considering a 
certain state of our own mind. We first come to perceive 
Clearly and distinctly that we exist, presumably by perceiving 
clearly and distinctly that some persuasion of ours implies our 
existence—this perceiving not being the being certain; then 
by reflecting on this state we become certain that it is one of 
clear and distinct perception, and so necessarily true, and 
thence become certain that we exist. 

Further (2), it should be noticed, if ‘perceiving clearly’ 
had to be introduced into the earlier account, it could be 
done only by assuming that Descartes considered that what 
he calls perceiving clearly is the same thing as the ‘being 
certain’ of this earlier account. 

One implication of the new account is obvious. This is that 
there is at least one certainty which we must have before we 
can be certain even of our own existence, viz. the certainty 
that any state which is one of clear perceiving is necessarily 
true—so that in this respect, too, the second account is incon- 
sistent with the first. 

The differences between the two accounts can be put gen- 
erally thus: 

Suppose I am to become certain that an A is B, e.g. that a 
three-sided figure has also three angles. According to the first 
account, I must first, by considering the nature of an A and of 
B-ness, become certain that something in the nature of an A 
and of B-ness necessitates that an A is B—this being certain 
being what Descartes calls perceiving clearly and distinctly. 
According to the second account, I must first, by considering 
the nature of an A and B-ness, come to perceive clearly that 
an A is B, this perceiving clearly not being the same as being 
certain; then secondly, by considering the nature of my state 
of mind become certain that it is one of perceiving clearly; 
and then thirdly, become certain that this fact necessitates 


Descartes’s Meditations 143 


that A is B. The difference is fundamental, because while 
according to the first account we attain knowledge by consid- 
eration of the facts, according to the second we do so by a 
consideration of the state of mind which we reach by con- 
sidering the facts. Thus, suppose we had tried to discover the 
product of 7 and 9 and were doubtful about our conclusion, 
according to the first account the proper procedure would be 
to do the sum again, while according to the second account 
we should consider once more the state of mind we had 
previously reached in doing the sum. 

Strangely enough Descartes does not notice that the two 
accounts are different. What we find is the two accounts left 
side by side undistinguished. For later on he often treats per- 
ceiving clearly as if it were the same as being certain, thereby 
reverting to the first account. 

Descartes, having formulated this second account, then 
finds himself harassed by two reasons for doubting whether a 
state of clear perceiving is necessarily true. And he naturally 
goes on to consider whether they are good reasons, since as 
according to this account all our other certainties are based 
on the certainty that such a state is necessarily true, then if 
such a state is not necessarily true, in being certain of some- 
thing we may be mistaken, and so even in being certain of 
something we do not know, since no state in which we may be 
mistaken can possibly be one of knowledge. 

And it may be noticed that on his other version of the 
process of becoming certain, he would equally have to con- 
sider these reasons. For on this version, perceiving clearly is 
the same thing as being certain, and therefore on this version 
also, if perceiving clearly is a state in which we are liable to 
error, in being certain of something we are not knowing. 

Moreover the reasons are important for us to consider, be- 
cause we, too, when we reflect begin to doubt whether we 
know even when we are certain, and if we do not, knowledge 
seems unattainable—since no better state seems possible than 
that of being certain. 

Descartes’s general contention in favour of this doubt is 
that we often have perceived things very clearly and yet after- 
wards been convinced that we have or at least may have been 


144 H. A. Prichard 


mistaken. In favour of this contention Descartes puts forward 
two types of case. 

1. He says he has received the existence of the various ob- 
jects of the senses, i.e. the earth, the sky, the stars, &c., as 
very certain and manifest; i.e. he has very clearly and dis- 
tinctly perceived their existence, and yet afterwards has found 
their existence doubtful. 

This particular source of doubt, he thinks, however, can 
be easily disposed of. What, he asks, did I distinctly perceive 
about these objects? Simply that ideas of them were present 
to my mind, and this, he says, I do not even now think doubt- 
ful. But besides distinctly perceiving this, I did something 
else; I thougnt I perceived clearly that realities independent 
of me existed from which these ideas proceeded, and it was 
in having this thought that I was or at least may have been 
mistaken. 

This reply enables Descartes to save the view that where 
our state is one of clear perceiving it is necessarily true. 

He fails, however, to notice that in taking this step he has 
only gone from Scylla to Charybdis. For he has only saved 
his view (that a state of clear perceiving is necessarily true) 
at the cost of admitting that we may always be mistaken in 
being certain that a state in which we are is one of clear 
perceiving; and if this be so, since the certainty of anything 
else will imply such a certainty, then in being certain of any- 
thing we shall not be knowing it. 

2. The second type of case is one which Descartes thinks 
much more difficult to dispose of. It is that of our state of 
mind when considering some easy proposition in arithmetic 
or geometry. If we read what Descartes says here in the third 
Meditation with the passage from Meditation V, we can say 
that what Descartes is saying to himself is this: 

While I am actually following the argument put forward 
in support of any simple proposition such as “The angles of a 
triangle are equal to two right angles’, it does most clearly 
appear to me that the angles are equal to two right angles. 
In this case, unlike the preceding type of case, there is no 
doubt about it. Here I do perceive clearly. So much is this so 
that, when in this condition, I find it impossible to believe 
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otherwise; i.e. I am certain. Indeed if at such a time I ask 
myself whether even an omnipotent deity can have been de- 
ceiving me here by giving me a nature which makes me mis- 
taken in my present state, though certain, I answer ‘No. Even 
such a being could not do this.’ Yet afterwards I can doubt 
whether even when in this state I was not mistaken. For once 
I cease to follow the proof, then even though I remember I 
did follow it, I can think that in my past state an omnipotent 
deity may have been deceiving me. 

Consequently, even in those cases where unquestionably 
my state is one of perceiving something clearly and distinctly, 
I may be mistaken, i.e. the state is not necessarily true, so 
that in being certain as I was that such a state, as being one 
of clear perceiving, is necessarily true I may have been mis- 
taken, and consequently in being certain I am not knowing. 

The conclusion which Descartes draws is that in order to 
know something it is necessary not only to have and to know 
that we have a clear and distinct perception of it; we must 
also come to know, and know by having some proof, that in 
such a state God cannot be deceiving us; and that therefore in 
order to know anything else whatever we must first come to 
know that there is a deity who does not deceive us when we 
are in such a state. 

Naturally, therefore, his next step is to inquire whether 
there is a God and whether, if there is, he can be a deceiver. 

Here we may notice two things by the way. 

1. The existence of God is the third thing Descartes has 
come in the course of his thought to say we must know first, 
i.e. as a condition of knowing anything else, the other two 
being, of course, our existence, and the truth of a clear and 
distinct perception. Yet plainly Descartes can at best have 
only one thing as what we must know first. 

2. Though Descartes says the ground of doubt is slight, it 
is not really so. The ground is serious. When, however, he 
adds that it is metaphysical, though he is saying what is im- 
portant (viz. that it arises only when we come to consider 
whether we have the capacity to know, and not from doubts 
raised in ordinary life), to say this does not make the diffi- 
culty any less serious. 
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We are now in a position to consider the tenability of this 
view of Descartes. There is no need to wait until we are 
acquainted with the proof of God’s existence which Descartes 
goes on to offer, because whatever the proof the general na- 
ture of the view will be the same. 

The first thing to be noticed is that Descartes could, and 
indeed should, have stated the reason for doubt more gen- 
erally, in a way which is independent of a theological setting. 
He could have said that we can only have come to perceive 
something clearly by using such a capacity of thought as we 
have, i.e. our intelligence—this being necessarily so however 
we have acquired this capacity, i.e. whether it be due to God 
or not; and that consequently the doubt arises whether this 
capacity is equal to the task of attaining a state in which we 
cannot be mistaken. Therefore, he could have said, before we 
know anything else we must come to know that our capacity 
of thought is such that the use of it will give us knowledge; or, 
to put it otherwise, before we can know that in any particular 
state we cannot be mistaken and so must know some particu- 
lar thing, we must first come to know that the use of our in- 
telligence is capable of giving us knowledge. This indeed is 
the more general form in which the doubt presents itself to us, 
and in fact it was the form in which Locke presented it to 
himself. 

The next thing to be observed is that Descartes’s idea of 
how the doubt has to be allayed, if at all, is obviously mis- 
taken; and we can see that it is mistaken without even con- 
sidering the actual way in which Descartes considers that he 
allays it, viz. by discovering what he considers a proof that 
there exists a deity who is no deceiver. For as Descartes is 
representing the matter, such a proof could only consist in 
perceiving clearly and distinctly that certain things which he 
perceives clearly involve a necessity that such a God exists; 
and as precisely what he is doubtful of is whether even when 
he perceives something clearly and distinctly he is not mis- 
taken, he will become doubtful, when he reflects on his having 
this proof, whether here, too, he is not mistaken. In exactly 
the same way, if we were to come to perceive clearly that our 
capacity of thought is competent to yield knowledge, the 
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mere reflection that this perception is the result of our capac- 
ity would produce the very doubt about the truth of this 
state, which we are trying to dissipate generally. In other 
words, any process by which we seek to dissipate the doubt 
by proving it to be mistaken will itself be exposed to the very 
doubt which we are anxious to dissipate. 

Descartes, therefore, it is obvious, is setting himself an 
impossible task; and we can discover it to be impossible with- 
out considering his attempt to execute it. Admitting as he 
does the existence of the general doubt, he would have done 
better to admit that it was irremovable, and that therefore 
even when we are certain we do not know. But if he had, he 
would also have had to allow that our certainty of anything 
could only be momentary, since on becoming certain of some- 
thing we should have only to reflect on our certainty to be- 
come certain that it is not knowledge, and so to become 
uncertain of the thing. 

Yet, as it is easy to see, there must be something wrong 
about Descartes’s doctrine, for as we see if we reflect, we 
can only be uncertain of one thing because we are certain of 
something else, and therefore to maintain, as the sceptic 
does, that we are uncertain of everything is impossible. 

Still what we really want to discover is what precisely is 
wrong with Descartes’s position and what is the proper way 
to deal with Descartes’s doubt. And to do this is not easy. 

To succeed, there are two things which we absolutely must 
do first. 

1. We must first recognize the fundamental nature of the 
difference between knowing and believing. 

2. We must recognize that whenever we know something 
we either do, or at least can, by reflecting, directly know that 
we are knowing it, and that whenever we believe something, 
we similarly either do or can directly know that we are 
believing it and not knowing it. 

As regards (1), that there is such a fundamental difference 
is not something which everyone will readily admit, and some 
will go on to the end denying it. Nevertheless, I am confident 
that at least the more you consider the matter the more diff- 
cult you will find it to deny the existence of the difference. 
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For the sake of brevity and clearness I propose to try to 
state dogmatically the nature of the difference, and in doing 
so, I shall for the most part only be trying to state Cook 
Wilson’s view.? In saying that I am going to speak dog- 
matically I mean two things. I mean first that I am not going 
to offer reasons for what I am going to assert. These for the 
most part would from the nature of the case have to take the 
form of trying to meet objections; and this I propose to try to 
do later. I mean secondly that the statements are meant to 
express what I know to be knowledge on my part and not 
opinion, and so what is beyond controversy. 

But if ‘controversial’ stands for any doctrine which has 
been disputed, then my statements will express a doctrine 
which is controversial, and controversial in the highest de- 
gree. Thus any of you who have had the benefit of knowing or 
hearing Professor J. A. Smith or Professor Joachim will realize 
that they would deny the truth of every statement I am going 
to make. But, of course, it does not follow from the mere 
fact that a statement is controversial in this sense that it does 
not express knowledge on the part of the individual who 
states it, and that therefore, since everything is controversial 
in this sense, it is useless for you to try to attain knowledge 
about anything. 

1. Knowing is absolutely different from what is called in- 
differently believing or being convinced or being persuaded 
or having an opinion or thinking, in the sense in which we op- 
pose thinking to knowing, as when we say ‘I think so but am 
not sure’. Knowing is not something which differs from be- 
ing convinced by a difference of degree of something such as a 
feeling of confidence, as being more convinced differs: from 
being less convinced, or as a fast movement differs from a 
slow movement. Knowing and believing differ in kind as do 
desiring and feeling, or as do a red colour and a blue colour. 
Their difference in kind is not that of species and genus, 
like that of a red colour and a colour. To know is not to have 
a belief of a special kind, differing from beliefs of other kinds; 


3 Cook Wilson, Statement and Inference, Part I, chap. 11; Part 
II, chaps. 1, 2, 3. 
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and no improvement in a belief and no increase in the feel- 
ing of conviction which it implies will convert it into knowl- 
edge. Nor is their difference that of being two species of a 
common genus. It is not that there is a general kind of ac- 
tivity, for which the name would have to be thinking, which 
admits of two kinds, the better of which is knowing and the 
worse believing, nor is knowing something called thinking at 
its best, thinking not at its best being believing. Their relat- 
edness consists rather in the facts (a) that believing presup- 
poses knowing, though, of course, knowing something other 
than what we believe, and (b) that believing is a stage we 
sometimes reach in the endeavour to attain knowledge. 

To convince ourselves of the difference between knowing 
and believing we need only notice that on the one hand we 
should only say that we know something when we are certain 
of it, and conversely, and that in the end we have to allow 
that the meaning of the terms is identical; whereas, on the 
other hand, when we believe something we are uncertain of 
it. 

Further there are certain things about knowing and believ- 
ing which it is essential to recognize, i.e. know, when we are 
considering Descartes. 

(a) Though obviously knowledge is not false, and though 
obviously, when we know, we are not mistaken, knowledge is 
not true. It is neither true nor false, just as a colour is neither 
heavy nor light. On the other hand, beliefs are either true or 
false, 

(b) Though some beliefs are true and others are false, 
there is no special kind of belief distinguished from others by 
some special characteristic such as that of being a condition of 
perceiving something clearly and distinctly, which, as being 
the kind it is, is necessarily true. Or, to put this otherwise, 
there is no such thing as a kind of opinion called true opinion 
—as Plato often implies that there is. In fact there is no sort 
of condition of mind of which it can truly be said that it is 
necessarily true; what seems nearest to this is the condition 
of knowing, which is necessarily not false, but yet is not true. 
And it may be noticed here that it is a tribute to Plato’s phil- 
osophical insight, that though he considered there was a kind 
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of opinion called true opinion, a kind which if it existed 
would be necessarily true, in the Theaetetus, where he tries to 
answer the question “What is knowledge?’, he will have noth- 
ing to do with the view that it is true opinion. 

2. Consider the second condition, which I said must be 
satisfied before we can get the matter straight. We must rec- 
ognize that when we know something we either do, or by 
reflecting can, know that our condition is one of knowing that 
thing, while when we believe something, we either do or can 
know that our condition is one of believing and not of know- 
ing: so that we cannot mistake belief for knowledge or vice 
versa. 

Consider instances: When knowing, for example, that the 
noise we are hearing is loud, we do or can know that we are 
knowing this and so cannot be mistaken, and when believing 
that the noise is due to a car we know or can know that we are 
believing and not knowing this. The knowledge, however, is 
in both cases direct; we do not know, for example, that our 
state is one of knowing that the noise we hear is loud in- 
directly, i.e. by knowing that it has some character, other 
than that of knowing, which we know any state must have 
if it is to be one of knowing—such as that of being an act of 
clear and distinct perceiving; we know directly that it is of 
the sort which knowing is; and so, too, with our knowledge 
that our state is one of believing. 

Further, it should be noticed that in knowing that some 
state in which we are is one of knowing or of believing, as 
the case may be, we are necessarily knowing the sort of thing 
which knowing is and the sort of thing which believing is, 
even though it is impossible for us or anyone else to define 
either, i.e. to state its nature in terms of the nature of some- 
thing else. This is obvious, because even in knowing in a given 
case that my condition is one of believing and not of knowing, 
I must be knowing the sort of thing that knowing is, since 
otherwise I should not know that my condition is not one of 
knowing, just as in knowing that some line is not straight, I 
must—as Plato saw—be knowing what straightness is. 

Now with these two considerations in mind return to Des- 
cartes’s doubt whether he was not mistaken in some past state 
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in which he was following the proof that the angles of a tri- 
angle are equal to two right angles; and consider what we can 
say about it. The first thing to do is obviously to answer the 
question ‘Was the condition of mind on which Descartes 
was reflecting one of knowing, or was it one of believing, or 
(as we say) of being convinced, as when we say we are con- 
vinced it was X who killed Y?’ And, obviously, only one an- 
swer is possible. Descartes here was knowing; it was not a 
case of being convinced. This is something that we know, and 
to know this all we have to do is to follow the argument our- 
selves and then ask ourselves ‘Is this condition in which, as 
Descartes would say, we perceive clearly for certain reasons 
that the angles are equal to two right angles one of knowing, 
or is it only one of being convinced?’ We can only answer 
“Whatever may be our state on other occasions, here we are 
knowing this’. And this statement is an expression of our 
knowing that we are knowing this; for we do not believe that 
we are knowing this, we know that we are. 

But if that is the proper answer about Descartes’s state of 
mind, then, of course, we know that in it he could not have 
been liable to deception; and therefore for ourselves we have 
cut off the doubt at its source. We do not require a proof 
of God’s existence, because we know that Descartes could 
not have been deceived. In the same way, if his doubt had 
been the wider doubt whether he was not deceived because 
his state might have resulted from the use of an imperfect 
intelligence, that also is cut off for us for the same reason. 
For obviously a condition of knowing cannot be the result of 
the use of imperfect faculties. 

Further, if someone were to object that after all Des- 
cartes’s condition may have been liable to error, because for 
all we know we can later on discover some fact which is in- 
compatible with a triangle’s having angles that are equal to 
two right angles, we can answer that we know that there can 
be no such fact, for in knowing that a triangle must have 
such angles we also know that nothing can exist which is in- 
compatible with this fact. 

Further we can add: Descartes himself is just on the verge 
of discovering the truth when he says that at the time, i.e. 
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when following the argument, he finds it impossible to believe 
otherwise, and finds himself saying ‘Here no one can be de- 
ceiving me’, and that it is only afterwards he can think that 
he may have been wrong. Plainly, this is just on the verge of 
saying ‘If I consider my state at the time, I know that it is 
one of knowing’. And plainly also he afterwards only comes 
in fact to doubt whether even in such a state he may not 
have been mistaken, because he has somehow in the interval 
come to misrepresent to himself the character of his past 
state. If he had not, he could no more have doubted the 
truth of his state then than, as he admits, he could doubt it 
at the time. 

And an indication that there is misrepresentation is to be 
found in the fact that he has to give different accounts of 
his state while following the demonstration, according as he 
describes it as it presented itself to him at the time, and as 
he describes it as it presented itself to him afterwards. As it 
presented itself at the time, he describes it as one of perceiv- 
ing Clearly that the angles are equal to two right angles; as it 
presented itself afterwards, he describes it as one in which he 
only thought he perceived clearly; and although only one of 
these descriptions can be true he has to introduce the second, 
because otherwise he could not have represented himself as 
afterwards doubting the truth of that state. 

On Descartes’s own showing, therefore, he is thinking of 
the state differently at the time and afterwards. 

We therefore can get Descartes out of the impasse, pro- 
vided we allow, as we can, that the state to which he referred 
as one of perceiving clearly was in fact one of knowing, and 
one which he could have known at the time to be one of 
knowing. By doing this we stop the rot from starting. Des- 
cartes’s trouble was that he let the rot begin, and once it is 
allowed to start, it cannot be prevented from going on in- 
definitely. 
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IV 


We are now in a position to consider a question of inter- 
pretation which lies in the background, and to revert to Des- 
cartes’s account in Meditation III of the process of becoming 
certain. 

According to this account to become certain that an A is 
B, e.g. that a three-sided figure is three-angled, we have first 
to perceive clearly and distinctly that an A is B; we have then 
to become certain that our state is one of clearly and distinctly 
perceiving and also certain that any such state is necessarily 
true. Given these certainties we then become certain that an 
A is B. 

Now unfortunately Descartes gives no elucidation of what 
he means by clearly and distinctly perceiving. Such elucida- 
tion as he offers is of clear and distinct ideas, and what he 
says about these gives us no help. But even if we waive this 
difficulty, once we have grasped the difference between know- 
ing and believing, we find there is a question which we want 
Descartes to answer in order to understand what his doctrine 
is. We want to talk to Descartes thus: 


We won’t worry you with the question what exactly 
you mean by perceiving clearly and distinctly. But, what- 
ever you mean by it, obviously you think that the char- 
acteristic meant is one which necessarily belongs to a 
state of mind of a certain kind, and we must have from 
you your answer to the question. Is the state, which you 
are maintaining it to be a characteristic of, one of know- 
ing, or is it one of believing truly? For the state of which 
you are maintaining this must be one or the other, and 
we must know which you consider it to be because your 
view will be quite different according to which you con- 
sider it is, and so if you don’t say, we shall not know 
what your view is. 


To appreciate the importance of getting an answer, we 
need only notice the difference it will make both to the view 
and to the difficulties to which it gives rise. Suppose Descartes 
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were to answer that he held that what he calls clearly per- 
ceiving was a characteristic of knowing. Then his view would 
be this: In order to come to know that an A is B, we must 
first know that an A is B, then, by reflecting on the general 
characteristics of this state, come to know that it exhibits 
a distinguishing characteristic of knowing, viz. perceiving 
clearly, and thus come to know that an A is B by coming to 
know that we know this. 

If, however, Descartes were to give the other answer, his 
view would be as follows: To come to know that an A is B, 
we must first have a belief, of a sort which is necessarily true, 
that an A is B, then by reflecting on this state come to know 
that it exhibits a distinguishing characteristic of a belief that 
is necessarily true, viz. that of being a condition of perceiv- 
ing clearly, and then, by knowing that the belief is necessarily 
true, for the first time come to know that an A is B. 

The first view is obviously open to two fatal objections. 

1. It is to involve oneself in sheer self-contradiction to 
maintain that in order to come to know something, we must 
go through a process which ex hypothesi starts from a condi- 
tion in which we already know it. The view also leads to an 
infinite process. For if, to know that an A is B, we must know 
that we know it, then to know that we know it we must know 
that we know that we know it and so on. 

2. The view is obviously general, being the view that to 
know anything whatever, we must first know it, and then 
come to know that we know it, by applying to our first state 
what we know to be a test of a state of knowing, i.e. a dis- 
tinguishing characteristic of knowing, viz. that of being a 
state of perceiving clearly, and thereby coming to know that 
our first state possesses the characteristic forming the test. 
But to be able to apply the test, we must already and with- 
out applying knowledge of the test know (a) that the charac- 
teristic forming the test is a test, i.e. that clear perceiving is a 
distinguishing characteristic of knowing, and (b) that the 
state to which we are to apply the test has the characteristic 
which forms the test, that of being a state of clear perceiving. 
Yet, if to know one thing we must apply what we know to be 
a test, we must equally do so to know any other thing, in- 


Descartes’s Meditations 155 


cluding the fact that the characteristic in question is a test. 
Hence no one can consistently maintain that to know some- 
thing we must apply the knowledge of a test of knowledge. 
And, it may be noted, these criticisms are applicable to any 
suggested test, whether that of clear perceiving or not. 

The alternative view also has two fatal defects. 

1. Though some beliefs are true and others are false, there 
is in fact no special distinguishing characteristic of a belief 
which is true, whether that of clear perceiving or anything 
else; and so no sort of belief which is necessarily true. And 
in fact there is no way of discovering whether some belief is 
true except that of first obtaining knowledge of the fact to 
which the belief relates, that knowledge therefore necessarily 
not having been obtained by considering the truth of the be- 
lief. Consequently, it involves a mere inversion to hold that 
we can obtain knowledge of some fact by considering whether 
a belief about it is true. 

2. Like the first view it cannot be maintained consistently. 
For it is that we can only come to know any particular thing 
whatever, say that I exist, by first acquiring the corresponding 
belief of a certain kind, viz. one in which we perceive clearly 
and distinctly, and then applying to this belief the knowledge 
of the test of a true belief, viz. clearness and distinctness of 
perception. But to maintain this is to imply inconsistently 
that we already know, without applying the test, (a) that 
the test is a test, (b) that the belief to which it is applied 
does exhibit the mark which forms the test. 

This criticism, it may be remarked, can be extended to any 
suggested test or criterion of truth, i.e., really, of the truth of 
a belief. Thus what is called the coherence notion of truth 
is at bottom the doctrine that so far as knowledge is attain- 
able, it is attainable only by applying to a belief the test of 
coherence or non-coherence with other beliefs. And obviously 
it implies that we know without applying any test (a) that 
the coherence of a belief with others is a distinguishing char- 
acteristic of a true belief, (b) that we have certain beliefs, 
and (c) that certain particular beliefs are, and that others are 
not, coherent with a given belief. Moreover this doctrine is 
exposed to two additional criticisms. The first is that, what- 
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ever precisely be meant by ‘coherence with’, the coherence of 
a belief with all our other beliefs does not necessitate that it 
is true, since, as we know, any number of coherent beliefs 
may all be false. The second is that, as we know, the inco- 
herence of a single belief with all our other beliefs does not 
necessitate that it, rather than they, is false. 

The broad fact is that there cannot be any such thing as a 
test or criterion of truth. The phrase is used ambiguously 
both for a distinguishing characteristic of a true belief, and, 
under the mistaken idea that knowledge is true, for a dis- 
tinguishing characteristic of knowledge, a characteristic other 
than knowing which distinguishes a state of knowing from a 
state of believing. 

Of the two forms of the idea that knowledge can only be 
reached by applying a test, the idea that what is required is a 
test of knowledge is the more fundamental and the more 
insidious. It, of course, arises from the idea that, though at a 
given moment we may be knowing something, we neither 
know at the time that we are knowing, nor can we, by reflect- 
ing on our activity, know directly that it is a state of knowing. 
This, of course, gives rise to the idea that, though we may be 
knowing something, our position is only as good as if we did 
not, since what we want is not simply to know something but 
to know that we are knowing. And then we think that the 
remedy can only lie in finding out afterwards that there is 
some characteristic specially characterizing a state which is 
one of knowing, and then finding on reflection that our state 
possessed this character. But though there may be only a few 
things of which we can say we know that we know them, 
one of them is that knowledge cannot be reached by applying 
a test. And it is obvious that if there is to be such a thing as 
knowing that we know something, that knowing can be at- 
tained only directly, we in knowing the thing knowing di- 
rectly, either at the same time or on reflection, that we are 
knowing it. Further, we have in fact only to take certain 
instances to acquire such knowledge. I have, for example, in 
fact only to do what is usually called thinking that a figure 
having three sides must have three angles and to reflect on 
my activity, to know that here I am knowing this, i.e. that 
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what is called thinking this is knowing it. Again if, speaking 
truthfully, I say ‘I wonder whether you are agreeing with 
me’, on reflection I know and know directly that I am knowing 
that I am wondering. 

Notice, there is a parallel fact in the case of believing, viz. 
that we either do or can by reflecting know that we are be- 
lieving and so not knowing. 

We should now return to the interpretation of Descartes. 
The real difficulty which we find ourselves up against is this: 
Since we recognize that knowing and believing are different, 
so that the same state of mind cannot be both, we can only 
attribute a definite view to Descartes if we can express it in 
terms of the distinction, and yet the fact is that Descartes 
himself failed to recognize any such distinction. 

It is not even as though Descartes had asked himself ‘Do 
knowing and believing differ in kind?’ and then made the 
mistake of answering that they do not. We could then have 
ascribed to Descartes a definite though mistaken view. Our 
real trouble is that Descartes had not even asked himself the 
question. If we speak quite strictly, we cannot say what Des- 
cartes’s view was. 

At best we can only consider what his statements suggest 
he would have said if he had asked himself the question. 
And here we get conflicting results. That he would have 
denied a difference in kind is suggested by his using, as he 
somctimes does, the phrases ‘perfect knowledge’, ‘a perfect 
and certain science’, ‘very certain’, ‘very clear and distinct’, 
‘yery evident’, and again by the mere phrase ‘clear and dis- 
tinct’ perceiving or conceiving. On the other hand, the op- 
posite conclusion is suggested by his references to a state in 
which doubt is impossible (not merely difficult or slight) and 
in which we are certain (N.B. not ‘very certain’). 

The fact is that owing to Descartes’s failure to notice the 
difference in kind between knowing and believing he alter- 
nately speaks of a state which is in fact one of knowing and 
which he describes as one of clear perceiving, both in terms 
which imply that it is one of knowing and not believing, 
and also in terms which imply that it is one of believing of a 
special kind. We thus, so far as Descartes’s language goes, get 
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two inconsistent doctrines set out side by side, without any 
consciousness on his part that they are different: (1) that a 
state of mind which is one of clear perceiving is necessarily 
one of knowing; (2) that such a state is a belief of a sort 
which is necessarily true. With the former doctrine is bound 
up the further doctrine, that to reach knowledge we must 
apply to knowledge a test of knowledge, and with the latter 
the further doctrine that to reach knowledge we must apply 
to a belief a test of the truth of a belief. 

But further, there is this to be added: Descartes is getting 
very near the truth where he describes the process of becom- 
ing certain in mathematics while following the argument, and 
in doing so tacitly reverts to his first account of the process 
of becoming certain (that implied in the second Meditation). 
For here ‘I perceive clearly and distinctly’ can be understood 
as only a loose phrase for ‘IJ know or am certain’ and he seems 
only just to stop short of saying ‘when, for example, I con- 
sider the nature of some triangle of the existence of which I 
am certain, I am certain that its character of having three 
sides necessitates that it has also the characteristic of having 
three angles, and thus I am certain that it has three angles, 
and in being certain of this, I am also certain that I am cer- 
tain, i.e. know that I am knowing, and so know that I cannot 
here be deceived’. 


V 


In commenting on Descartes I have made many statements 
intended to state what the facts really are, and incidentally I 
have maintained that at times Descartes gets very near the 
truth himself. 

But I do not expect to have convinced you of the truth of 
all I have said. In fact I should be rather sorry if I had. For 
the questions which Descartes raises are far too difficult 
for anyone to accept statements relating to them uncritically. 
Probably various objections will have occurred to you, and I 
now propose to try to anticipate what they are and to deal 
with them. 
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The doctrine I have been either stating or implying to be 
true can, I think, be summarized thus: 

1. We are certain of certain things, e.g. that we are wonder- 
ing what is going to happen next, that we did wonder a short 
time ago what was going to happen next (an act of memory), 
that a three-sided figure is three-angled and again that the 
three-sidedness of a three-sided figure necessitates that the 
number of its angles is three, that there cannot be a test of 
truth, 

2. To be certain of something is to know it. 

3. To know something is one thing and to believe some- 
thing is another. 

4. When we know something, we either do or can directly 
know that we are knowing it, and when we believe something 
we know or can know that we are believing and not knowing 
it, and in view of the former fact, we know that in certain in- 
stances of its use our intelligence is not defective, so that Des- 
cartes’s difficulties fall to the ground. 

Now I think you will find that the objections which you 
may feel will reduce to two. And these are best considered 
separately. 

The first is really only a repetition of an objection which 
Descartes felt to the truth of his idea that a state in which we 
perceive something clearly is necessarily true. It will be urged 
that it is preposterous to maintain that, when we are certain, 
we know, since obviously we and others have often been cer- 
tain, and yet afterwards found that we were mistaken. Men, 
for example, were at one time certain that the sun goes round 
the earth, or that local spirits interfered with the course of 
nature; again two men are frequently certain of contrary 
things, e.g. that motion is absolute and that it is relative, 
that space might have a fourth dimension and that it could 
not, that space is infinite and that it is not. But in such cases 
only one can be right, and as both are in the same kind of 
state, even the one who is right cannot know. 

In considering this objection, we should first notice that 
there is a state of mind which we may fail to distinguish 
from one of certainty, and so regard as one of certainty when 
it is not. This is what we may describe as an unquestioning 
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frame of mind—or as one in which it did not occur to us to 
doubt something, or—as Cook Wilson described it—one of 
‘being under the impression that’. I, for example, might be, 
as we say, thinking without question that the thing in front of 
me is a table, or that to-day is Tuesday, or that so and so 
came to sce me last week. Cook Wilson said of this state that 
it simulates knowledge since, as is obvious, in this state there 
is no doubt or uncertainty. But it obviously is not the same as 
being certain. In such states we are, of course, constantly be- 
ing mistaken, and unless we distinguish such states from be- 
ing certain, we are apt to take instances of them as instances 
of our being certain and yet mistaken. And once we have 
noticed the distinction, we are forced to allow that we are 
certain of very much less than we should have said otherwise. 
Thus, we have to allow that we are not certain of the truth of 
any inductive generalization, e.g. that all men are mortal, or 
that sugar is sweet, for we are not certain that anything in the 
nature of a man requires that he shall at some time die; we 
are not even certain that the sun will rise to-morrow. And if 
you were asked in a law court, ‘Are you certain of the truth 
of what you have just said?’, you would probably answer, 
“Well, if it comes to that there is precious little I am certain 
of’. It is no use to object, “Well, if you are going to restrict 
what we know to what we are certain of, you are going to re- 
duce what we know to very little’. For nothing is gained by 
trying to make out that we know when we do not, and the im- 
portant thing is to be able to convince ourselves that there are 
at least some things that we know, whether the knowledge of 
them is important or not, especially as, if there were nothing 
which we knew, all our beliefs would be worthless, as having 
no basis in knowledge. 

Next we should ask ourselves whether when we are pre- 
pared to say we know we are also prepared to say we are cer- 
tain, or vice versa. Now, unquestionably, we should answer 
to the first question ‘Yes’. For we should never think of our- 
selves as knowing something unless we thought of ourselves as 
certain. The converse, however, is not so obvious, viz. that 
where we should say we are certain, we should be prepared to 
say we know. But consider what is the alternative. If when 
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we are certain, for example, that the square of three must be 
an odd number, we do not know, what do we do? The only 
possible answer is, ‘In such a state we think we know’. But 
then consider what can be meant by a state of thinking we 
know this. The answer must be, ‘Only thinking this’, 1.e. 
thinking that the square of three must be odd, as opposed to 
knowing that it must. But if we consider our state of mind, 
the retort is obvious—we do not think this, we know it. In 
fact, in the end it seems impossible to distinguish the mean- 
ing of knowing and being certain; any reluctance to admit 
this comes from a failure to distinguish being certain from 
what we may call thinking without question. 

Now if we bear these considerations in mind, we shall 
come to allow that many asserted instances of mistaken cer- 
tainties were not really instances of certainties. We should 
say, for example, “Though many have thought without ques- 
tion that the sun went round the earth, and many also have 
been certain that they had certain perceptions, no one has 
ever been certain that it was the sun which went round the 
earth rather than that it was the earth which went round the 
sun.’ And we should add, as Descartes in effect did, that any- 
one who said that he was certain that the sun moved would, 
when the difference between being certain and thinking with- 
out question had been pointed out to him, end by saying that 
what really he was certain of was that he had had certain per- 
ceptions. 

As regards the alleged certainties of opposite things, it will 
on examination turn out that at best only one of the two peo- 
ple was certain. At least two kinds of cases of such alleged 
certainties must be distinguished. 

1. That in which one of the so-called certainties is really a 
failure to be certain. A, for example, says he is certain of the 
first law of motion, i.e. certain that a body’s moving uni- 
formly in a straight line requires it to go on moving with the 
same speed and in the same direction unless it is interfered 
with by another body. B says he is certain that it does not 
require this. Here at best what can be true is only that B 
fails to be certain that it does require this. Again, I am not 
lying when I say I am certain (a) that space and time must be 
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infinite, and (b) that space must have as many as three di- 
mensions and no more, so that to speak of a two- or a four- 
dimensional space is mere words. You might reply that you 
are certain space need not have more than two and might 
have, say, seven dimensions, though in fact the space with 
which we are acquainted seems to have only three. I should 
reply that at best all that is happening is that when you con- 
sider the matter, you are not certain that it must have three, 
and that at worst you are only uttering mere words which 
express no thought on your part. 

2. That in which the so-called certainties of opposite things 
are really certainties about different things. 

(1) I once made what I thought the unquestionable re- 
mark to a German mathematician who was also a physicist 
that only a body could move—so that, for example, the centre 
of gravity of a body or of a system of bodies, which is a geo- 
metrical point, could not move. He, as I rather expected, 
thought I was just mad. In this case I should certainly have 
said I was certain that a centre of gravity cannot move, and I 
think he would have said he was certain that it could. Here 
I personally should assert he could not possibly have been 
more than uncertain that it could not, and that, if he had 
thought a bit more, he would have become certain that it 
could not; you cannot make a man think, any more than you 
can make a horse drink. 

But (2) I also made the same remark (viz. that only a body 
could move) to a mathematician here. What was in my mind 
was that it is mere inaccuracy to say that a wave could move, 
and that where people talked of a wave as moving, say with 
the velocity of a foot, or a mile, or 150,000 miles, a second, 
the real movement consisted of the oscillations of certain 
particles, each of which took place a little later than a neigh- 
bouring oscillation. 

He scoffed for quite a different reason. He said that you 
could illustrate a movement by a noise—that, for example, if 
an explosion occured in the middle of Oxford the noise 
would spread outwards, being heard at different times by peo- 
ple at varying distances from the centre, so that at one mo- 
ment the noise was at one place and that a little later it was 
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somewhere else, and in the interval it had moved from one 
place to the other. , 

Now, of course, it was not in dispute that in the process 
imagined people in different places each heard a noise at a 
rather different time. The only question was, ‘Was the suc- 
cession of noises a movement?’, and I think that on consider- 
ing the matter you will have to allow that it was not, and that 
what happened was that he, being certain of the noises, and 
wanting to limit the term ‘movement’ to something he was 
certain of, used the term ‘movement’ to designate the suc- 
cession of noises, implying that this was the real thing of 
which we were both talking. But if this is what happened, 
then he was using the term ‘movement’ in a sense of his 
own, and in saying that in the imagined case he was certain 
of a movement, he was being certain of something other than 
the opposite of what I was certain of. 

Take some more instances in the same line of country. 

Consider the controversy whether the motion of a body is 
absolute, or whether it is relative to some other body. Some 
would say they are certain that it is absolute. On the other 
hand, some disciples of Einstein at least would say that they 
are certain that it is relative, and that when we say, for exam- 
ple, that the earth is moving, what we mean is simply that 
it is moving relatively to some other body or bodies, e.g. the 
sun or the milky way. 

Suppose someone inferred from certain observations that 
the sun and the earth were getting closer together at a steadily 
increasing rate. He might go on to think that the explanation 
lay either in the fact that the earth was at rest and the sun 
moving towards it with a constant acceleration, or vice versa 
(omitting, for simplicity, a combination of movements of 
both), and he might go on to inquire which was moving. In 
doing this he would of course be implying that motion was 
absolute, that it is just change of place, a change which one 
body could go through, without the existence of another body. 
What the relativist would maintain, however, is that these 
two alternative explanations are merely statements of one 
and the same fact, viz. that each body was moving towards 
the other with constant acceleration; and he would say he was 
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certain of this. But it is clear that what he is thinking of and 
being certain about as being the same in both cases is the 
alteration of distance between the two, which, though it im- 
plies a movement of one or the other or both, is not identical 
with it. And if he insists that this alteration of distance is a 
movement, it can be retorted that he means by a ‘movement’ 
something different from what we do. 

The second objection is one which it is specially important 
for us to consider because Descartes himself felt it acutely and 
also gets very near to answering it. 

The certainties of which Descartes was thinking are all 
certainties attained by the operation or activity of thinking, 
in the sense in which we say that when we reason we think, a 
sense in which we speak of thinking as something opposed to 
perceiving and to being self-conscious and to remembering. 
As an indication of this, we should all be prepared to give a 
reason for the certainties of which Descartes was thinking, 
saying, for example, ‘We are certain that we exist, since our 
persuasion that there is no world requires or necessitates the 
existence of ourselves as the subject of the persuasion, i.e. as 
that which is persuaded.’ [Contrast an act of memory—‘T am 
certain that I heard a sound a short time ago’. If someone 
asked me ‘Why?’, I should answer, ‘I have no reason for being 
certain of this, I am simply certain of it’.] 

Now the objection relates to our certainties reached by 
thinking—and it may be put thus: 

The object of knowledge, i.e. what is known, if there be 
knowledge, is some part of an independent world of reality, 
i.e. some part of a reality which exists independently of the 
knower and whose character is independent of that of the 
knower. Now the only way in which the nature of anything 
in this independent world can come to be known is either by 
observing it, i.e. perceiving it, or, should the thing be a state 
of ourselves, by an act of reflection on our part which is 
analogous to perception. If we perceive something to have a 
certain characteristic, that is knowing it to have that charac- 
teristic, and that is all that need be said. And there is no 
other way of knowing it. 
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Now tne states of which Descartes is thinking are unques- 
tionably states of certainty. Moreover, in them there is some- 
thing which renders it inevitable or necessary that we are 
certain of that of which we are certain—something which, as 
we say, makes us certain. In being certain that a three-sided 
figure is also three-angled, I am not simply certain of this, 
there is something which necessitates that I am certain that 
it is three-angled and not four-angled or five-angled, or in 
some instances three-angled and in others, say, seven-angled. 

But, though we know this to be so, yet if we ask, ‘Must the 
things about which we are certain correspond with our cer- 
tainty by really having the property which we are certain they 
have?’, we have to answer ‘No’. For even though there is some- 
thing which renders it necessary that we are certain that the 
thing has that property and not another, our being certain 
that it has it does not require or necessitate that it has it. 
For its possession or non-possession of the property depends 
on its nature and not on the nature of any attitude of ours 
towards its possession or non-possession of it. And even 
though there is something which renders it inevitable that we 
are certain that it has it, this something does not render it 
inevitable that it has it. For this something can only be some- 
thing in our own minds, and this cannot render anything in 
the real world necessary or inevitable. 

In fact, as Descartes put it in effect with reference to an- 
other instance, and using the language of thinking and con- 
ceiving clearly where he might have substituted ‘being cer- 
tain’: “Though I conceive, i.e. conceive clearly and distinctly, 
that God exists, and though I cannot conceive God except as 
existing, i.e. though there is something which makes it neces- 
sary that I conceive God as existing and not as not existing, 
it does not follow that God exists: for my thought imposes no 
necessity on things.’ That is, my thought that, e.g. God exists, 
even though there be something which renders it necessary 
that I should think this, does not render it necessary that God 
does exist. Consequently to be certain is not to know, for since 
a thing is not required to have a property by our being certain 
that it has it, even though something renders our certainty 
inevitable, our certainty may be mistaken, and so cannot (not 
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‘may not’) be knowledge. And even if afterwards we ob- 
served some of the triangles we had been certain about to 
have three angles, this would not show that our certainty 
about them was knowledge. 

The objection is of course serious, since it implies that gen- 
eral knowledge, i.e. knowledge that all things of a certain 
kind have a certain property, is obtainable only by observa- 
tion of all the particular things, and that therefore to attempt 
to gain it, in advance of observations, by thinking is futile. 
And its seriousness is increased so far as knowledge of things 
in the physical world is concerned, as soon as we discover, as 
sooner or later we must, that we do not observe, i.e. perceive, 
physical things at all. 

This being the difficulty, what are we to do about it? 

The objection, of course, allows that in the certainties to 
which it applies there is something which makes us certain, 
ie. renders it necessary or inevitable that we are certain. 
Now this something is what we should call our reason for 
being certain. And, as consideration of instances will show, we 
mean by our reason for being certain that an A is B, another 
certainty, and a certainty of something of a special kind, viz. 
our certainty that a certain characteristic of an A requires or 
necessitates that an A is B. Thus if we were asked what is our 
reason for being certain that a three-sided figure is three- 
angled, we should answer, ‘Our certainty that the possession 
by a three-sided figure of the characteristic of being three- 
sided requires that the figure also has the characteristic of 
being three-angled.’ And if we were to become certain by what 
we call a process of argument that a picture A on a wall was 
higher than a picture B, and if we were then asked, “What 
made us certain’, we might give some such answer as, ‘Our 
certainty that A’s being higher than X and B’s being lower 
than X necessitated that of A and B, A was the higher’. To 
say this, is only to give our reason for being certain, in the 
same way that we might give our reason for thinking so and 
so, in the sense of believing so and so. 

The objection therefore allows what is in fact true, that 
there is no such thing as our being barely o1 merely certain 
that an A is B, i.e. certain without having a reason; i.e. really, 
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that our certainty that an A is B involves or implies our cer- 
tainty that an A’s possessing a certain characteristic requires 
it to have the characteristic of B-ness. 

But once we realize this the objection assumes quite a dif- 
ferent complexion. In fact the most direct answer to the ques- 
tion becomes paradoxically simple. For the objection is ex- 
pressed in the statement, “Though I am certain, for example, 
that a three-sided figure is three-angled, and though there is 
something which makes me certain of this, viz., my certainty 
that the three-sidedness of a three-sided figure requires it to 
be three-angled as well, yet a three-sided figure need not be 
three-angled.’ And to this it can now be replied that the state- 
ment is really only mere words, and not an expression of an 
activity of our minds, whether one of being certain or one of 
having an opinion. For it means: “Though I am certain that a 
certain definite character possessed by a three-sided figure in 
nature requires such a figure to have three angles, there is no 
definite character of such a thing in nature which requires 
this.’ And obviously we do not actually think there is no such 
character, when ex hypothesi we are certain that there is such 
a character. 

We ought, however, to go rather more below the surface. 
First we should ask, ‘Can the certainty which is the reason 
for our certainty that an A is B be said to be knowledge; i.e. 
do we know, for example, that our certainty that the three- 
sidedness of a three-sided figure requires it to have three 
angles is knowledge?’ Here, if we face the issue, the answer 
can only be ‘Yes’. It may be objected that this state cannot 
really even be one of certainty, and so not one of knowledge, 
since it itself is something for which we have no reason. But 
to this the answer is, as we shall see if we think it out, that 
there cannot be such a thing as a reason for a reason, or more 
fully our having a reason for having a reason, and that the cer- 
tainty that one thing necessitates another is in one respect 
analogous to such a certainty as that now our condition is one 
of perplexity, viz. in being simple, in the sense that our cer- 
tainty does not depend on a reason. 

Secondly, we should consider what has now become of the 
objection that our certainty that an A is B cannot be knowl- 
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edge because an A need not in the real world conform to our 
certainty by being B. The fact is that it has simply vanished. 
For now admittedly it is a condition of our being certain 
that an A is B, that we know a certain fact in nature, viz. that 
the possession by an A of a certain characteristic, a, necessi- 
tates its having the characteristic of being B, and knowing this 
we cannot even raise the question, ‘Need an A in nature have 
the characteristic B?’, because we know that a certain definite 
characteristic which it has requires it to have that character- 
istic. 

The only possible ground on which this might be disputed 
would be the contention that what is called the necessitation 
of B-ness in an A by an A’s having a characteristic, a, is not a 
fact in the real world. But this contention is merely the result 
of the childlike and almost childish idea—though the idea 
chiefly appears in grown-ups and especially in those whose in- 
terests are chiefly scientific—that only that is real which is 
sensible, observable, or perceptible. 

It is now possible to see—at any rate if you grant that what 
I have been saying is true—how very nearly Descartes got to 
the truth in trying to meet his own objection. For, speaking 
of what he considers to be his inevitably conceiving that God 
exists, he says, not that God’s existence is brought about by 
my thought, or that my thought imposes any necessity on 
things, i.e. renders it necessary that the things about which I 
think correspond to my thought, but on the contrary that the 
necessity of the existence of God (i.e. really the fact that cer- 
tain facts in nature necessitate that a God exists) determines 
me to think in this way. Here Descartes seems just on the 
verge of stating the truth, and if he had substituted for ‘the 
necessity’ ‘my thought of the necessity’, or rather ‘my knowl- 
edge of the necessity’, he would have got it right, for he 
would then have been saying what in principle can be stated 
thus: what renders me certain that an A is B is my certainty 
or knowledge of that which in nature necessitates that an A 
is B; with the implication that just for that reason in being 
certain that an A is B, I cannot possibly be mistaken. 


THE BASIS OF KNOWLEDGE 
IN DESCARTES 
A. K. STOUT 


In the Meditations, Descartes, pursuing the method of 
universal doubt, reaches three main grounds of certainty, the 
relation between which has been left obscure both by him- 
self and by his critics and exponents. These are (1) the 
intuition of the necessity of his own existence, stated in the 
rather misleading form “Cogito ergo sum”; (2) the general 
rule that all that is clearly and distinctly perceived is true; 
and (3) the veracity of God. The purpose of this paper is to 
try to show how these three are related to each other, and to 
assign to each its relative importance. 

The most straightforward account of the third Meditation 
so far as it bears on this question is as follows: “I find the ex- 
istence of myself as a thinking being an indubitable fact. It 
is indubitable only because I clearly and distinctly perceive 
it; that is the ground of its certainty and must equally be a 
sufficient ground of the certainty of other judgments. I may 
therefore take it as a general rule that what is clearly and 
distinctly perceived is true. 

“But here a speculative doubt occurs to me. There may be 
an all-powerful Being who has created me such that I am 
deceived even when my perception is clear and distinct. 
Until, therefore, I have proved that if God exists He is not 
a deceiver I am not justified in my certainty even when I am 
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in fact clearly and distinctly perceiving something (although 
so long as I am doing so | cannot help being certain and 
cannot entertain even the most speculative doubt) nor, a 
fortiori, am | justified in maintaining as a general rule that 
all that I clearly and distinctly perceive is true. 

“But when I turn to consider the nature of an all-powerful 
and infinite Being, I clearly and distinctly perceive that He 
must exist and that He cannot deceive me. My doubt is thus 
wholly overcome.” 

It seems, then, that the general rule “all that is clearly 
and distinctly perceived is true,” founded on the single in- 
stance of the Cogito and confirmed by the appeal to the 
veracity of God, can be applied as an infallible test of the 
truth of propositions whose clearness and distinctness has 
been independently discovered. It is as if each time we clearly 
and distinctly perceived something we could argue “All that 
I clearly and distinctly perceive is true; I am now clearly and 
distinctly perceiving A; therefore A is true.” 

The general rule, it appears, is reached from the examina- 
tion of a single instance—namely, the self-evident truth that 
IT am a thinking thing. The passage is very familiar and per- 
haps for that very reason its difficulties are usually overlooked. 
“IT am certain,” says Descartes,! “that I am a thinking thing; 
but do I not therefore likewise know what is required to 
render me certain of a truth? In this first knowledge there is 
nothing that gives me assurance of its truth except the clear 
and distinct perception of what I afirm, which would not in- 
deed be sufficient to give me the assurance that what I say is 
true, if it could ever happen that anything I thus clearly and 
distinctly perceived should prove false; and accordingly it 
seems to me that I may now take it as a general rule that all 
that I very clearly and distinctly perceive is true.” 

Logically this argument involves a circle. Clearness and 
distinctness as a universal test of truth is derived from the 
Cogito ergo sum, and the truth of the Cogito ergo sum is 
derived from its clearness and distinctness. “I am certain of 
the truth of A because of certain marks BC (which I call 
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clearness and distinctness). BC can only guarantee the truth 
of the judgment A if they guarantee the truth of the judg- 
ments in which they are present. But A is true. Therefore 
BC are universal signs of truth.” Obviously you must prove 
BC to be a universal guarantee of truth before you know A to 
be true—that is if A really depends for its truth on BC. But 
this dependence is just what Descartes did not really mean 
and should not have implied. He is at fault because he sug- 
gests that the judgment “I think therefore I exist” taken as 
a whole, is inferred from another judgment “I clearly perceive 
that ‘I think therefore I exist’”; or, in other words, that in 
apprehending the existence of the self as a thinking thing I 
am arguing “My perception of this is clear and distinct and 
therefore true.” 

It must be admitted that Descartes’ words imply this; but 
it is not (I would urge) what he intended to say. The Cogito 
ergo sum, he tells us explicitly,? is itself an intuition, not an 
inference. It is “a simple act of mental vision,” “known per se” 
and “not deduced by a syllogism”; the being, that is, is not 
inferred from the thinking. Nor did he mean to argue that 
intuitions are dependent for their truth on the validity of any 
general rule, even if the rule be itself intuited. In spite of his 
language in the passage quoted (which I think must be taken 
as in some measure tentative and provisional), he holds that 
what I perceive is self-evident and while I am perceiving it I 
cannot doubt its truth. I may expect to find the same general 
conditions present in all truths that appear to me self- 
evident, and, having found them, I may give them the 
names “clearness and distinctness”; and they may then serve 
me as a guide in trying to discover self-evident propositions. 
But these conditions can never be the guarantee of the truth 
of the self-evident propositions they condition. “To perceive 
clearly and distinctly” in the passage quoted simply means “to 
perceive in such a way that I cannot doubt the truth of my 
perception,” and the general rule amounts to no more than 
“what I cannot doubt is true.” But when I am attending to a 


2 Reply to Objections II., Thirdly. Adam and Tannery’s edition of 
the complete works of Descartes [hereafter referred to as AT], vol. 
Vil., p. 140. 
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proposition which I cannot doubt I do not argue to convince 
myself of its truth: “What I cannot doubt is true; I cannot 
doubt this, therefore it is true.” Such a use of the general 
tule is futile because it is superfluous. We shall see later, 
however, that there is another and more legitimate use which 
can be made of it. 

Passages in the fifth Meditation bear out the contention 
that Descartes does not maintain consistently that when I 
clearly and distinctly perceive something I argue from its 
clearness and distinctness to its truth. “And even if I had not 
demonstrated it [i.e. that all clear and distinct perceptions 
are true] the nature of my mind is certainly such that none 
the less I could not help assenting to them, at least as long 
as I am clearly perceiving them.”3 And again “But, indeed, 
whatever mode of proof I adopt in the end, it always comes to 
this, that only those things which I clearly and distinctly per- 
ceive entirely convince me.”4 The ultimate fact is, then, that 
there are certain truths which I grasp intuitively and cannot 
help believing; and their logical nature I call “clear and 
distinct.” The passage in the third Meditation on this view 
expresses only a stage in Descartes’ thought, a stage to be 
superseded by a more adequate explanation. 

Why, then, does Descartes formulate the general rule at 
all? What is the use of it, since it cannot be the test of truth 
of those indubitable propositions from which apparently it 
is itself derived? The answer is that it must be established to 
overcome a doubt to which every clear and distinct perception 
is liable, not when we are attending to it, but when we reflect 
upon the general conditions of our knowledge. The doubt is 
that the world of which I am part may be caused by an 
infinitely powerful demon who is constantly endeavouring to 
deceive me; the one truth that cannot be doubted is that of 
my own existence, for even if I am deceived I must exist; in- 
deed, the fact that I am deceived is itself proof of my exist- 
ence.5 


8 Med. V., AT VII, 65, 1. 6. 

4Loc. cit., 68, 1. 21. 

5 Cf. Med. IL, AT VII, 25, ll. 5-10; 28, 1. 30-29, 1. 3; Med. III., 
36, Il. 12-17. ; 
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It is perhaps because the certainty of self-consciousness 
differs in this way from other intuitions that Descartes tries 
to derive the general rule from it alone. But although it is not 
itself affected by the hypothesis of a deceiver it affords no 
ground for defending other intuitions against that hypothesis. 
A general reason must be found for trusting the certainty 
which clear and distinct perception carries with it; in other 
words, it must be proved that “all that I clearly and distinctly 
perceive is true,” and if the argument is not to be circular, 
either this proof must depend for its validity on something 
other than its own clearness and distinctness, or else its clear- 
ness and distinctness must differ from that of other percep- 
tions in such a way that it logically justifies itself against all 
doubts. Evidently it is no use trying to infer the general 
tule from the particular instances of clear and distinct per- 
ception, still less from one of them alone—the Cogito ergo 
sum. Nor in fact does Descartes intend this, in spite of the 
passage at the beginning of Meditation III. 

Descartes’ argument is as follows.6 Although I cannot help 
Believing the truth of what I am actually perceiving clearly 
and distinctly, yet, unless I can prove that there does not exist 
an all-powerful Being who wills to deceive me, I am justified 
in doubting the truth of a conclusion which I remember to 
have drawn by a series of steps, each of which was clear and 
distinct, from clear and distinct premises, provided that I am 
no longer attending in detail to the steps of the argument. For 
instance, I am certain that the angles of a triangle are equal 
to two right angles, so long as I am attending to the geometn- 
cal proof; but when I have ceased to attend to it, however 
well I remember that I did perceive its truth most clearly, I 
may still be in doubt, unless I have the guarantee of God’s 
veracity.?7 While I was attending to the proof I was incapable 
of doubting; now I can doubt, and my doubt cannot be over- 
thrown unless I can prove that if there be an all-powerful 
Being He cannot deceive me. If I can go further and prove 
that there does exist an all-powerful Being who cannot deceive 


6 Med. V., AT VII, 69, 1. 16—70, 1. 9; and Reply to Obj. IL, 


Thirdly, AT VII, 140. 
7 Med. V., AT VII, 69, 1. 26-70, 1. 4. 
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me, I can no longer have this or any other ground for doubt- 
ing that what I clearly and distinctly perceive is true. It is 
from God’s nature alone that the general rule can be derived. 

It is not generally noticed that this argument admits of 
two interpretations. (1) It may be taken to mean that apart 
from the existence of a veracious God what I clearly and dis- 
tinctly perceive may be false, even though I cannot help 
believing it to be true so long as I am perceiving it; it is 
only on reflexion that this doubt can occur to me, and it is 
only by proving the existence of a God who cannot deceive 
that I can dispel it once for all. On this view God is needed 
to guarantee the truth of the general principle that what I 
clearly and distinctly perceive is true; but the principle is for 
use only on reflexion, and might take the form “What I have 
clearly and distinctly perceived is true.” (2) On the other 
view, Descartes is abandoning the position that the knowl- 
edge of God is necessary for assuring us that we were not 
mistaken in believing the truth of what we clearly and dis- 
tinctly perceived to be true, and is maintaining that if I 
clearly and distinctly perceived something it was (and is) 
true—God or no God—nor can subsequent reflexion cast the 
shadow of a doubt on its truth. What part, then, does the 
knowledge of God play? It is needed to guarantee the ac- 
curacy of my memory, not the principle that what I have 
clearly and distinctly perceived is true. The doubt to be dis- 
pelled is not “Can I be deceived when I clearly and distinctly 
perceive something?” but “can I be deceived in my belief 
that the steps by which I reached a certain conclusion—a 
conclusion now before my mind, but divorced from the argu- 
ment which led to it—were actually clear and distinct?” (It 
should be noted that the doubt in this form is better met by a 
direct appeal to God’s veracity than by an appeal to a rule 
derived from God’s veracity. The formula “God cannot de- 
ceive us in what appears most evident to us” can be extended 
to cover not only clear and distinct perception but some 
instances of memory also.) 

It is hard to say whether Descartes ever explicitly distin- 
guished these two views, but it is very important for an un- 
derstanding of his position against his critics that they should 
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be distinguished. The difference between them may most 
easily be shown in their bearing on the criticism that in 
appealing to the proof of God’s existence Descartes was argu- 
ing in a circle. The first position, as we have stated it, seems 
clearly open to that criticism; the second can be defended 
against it, though Descartes does not formulate it with sufh- 
cient precision to meet the charge. His language suggests that 
when he is not interested in meeting this criticism he is as- 
suming the first position, but in meeting it he has (perhaps 
without realising the change) passed over to the second. I 
take the second to be a refuge into which he is driven in his 
attempt to avoid an otherwise formidable criticism of the 
first. Let us take them in succession. 

(1) I read the account in the Meditations as follows.8 
While I am actually perceiving something clearly and dis- 
tinctly I cannot entertain even the most speculative doubt of 
its truth. But when I am not perceiving it I can find reason 
to belicve that I may have been deceived when I was per- 
ceiving it, however strongly I remember myself to have been 
convinced at the time. This doubt cannot be overthrown un- 
less I can prove that if an all-powerful Being exists He is 
not a deceiver. Thus, if I do not believe in a veracious God, 
I may doubt a conclusion which J remember to have drawn 
by a clear and distinct process of reasoning from premises 
whose truth I clearly and distinctly perceived, even though I 
do not doubt the accuracy of my memory. The same doubt 
applies to simple self-evident “truths” which do not involve a 
reasoning process; but though it is valid for these in general— 
in the form “I may be deceived in whatever I clearly and 
distinctly perceive’—the attempt to illustrate its validity by 
applying it to any one in particular defeats itself. For in 


8'The important passage for this doctrine is Med. V., AT VII, 
69, 1. 16—70, 1. 9, which ends thus: “Possum enim mihi persuadere 
me talem a natura factum esse ut interdum in iis fallar quae me puto 
quam evidentissime percipere [N.B. not ‘percepisse’] cum praesertim 
meminetim me saepe multa pro veris et certis habuisse, quae post- 
modum aliis rationibus adductus falsa esse judicavi,” cf. Med. III., 
AT VII, 35, 1. 30-36, 1., 12, and Reply to Obj. VI., AT VII, 428, 
ll. 1-g. Obj. II., Thirdly (AT VII, 124) shows that some at least of 
Descartes’ critics interpreted him as above. 
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remembering a self-evident “truth” I must re-think it; and 
while I am thinking it I cannot doubt it.® Consequently it is 
not possible to say (e.g.) “I remember that I clearly and 
distinctly perceived that I think, hence I am, but in so be- 
lieving I may well have been deceived”; nor does Descartes 
attempt to do so,!° but confines himself to the memory of 
conclusions whose proofs are no longer attended to in detail, 
but are remembered to have been clear and distinct. 

Thus Descartes has in fact invoked God to prove the truth 
of the same general rule with which he started—that all that 
is Clearly and distinctly perceived is true. But its use is now 
to guarantee that all that I have clearly and distinctly per- 
ceived was (and of course still is) true; it is to free me from 
my doubts when I am not clearly and distinctly perceiving, 
for when I am doing so I cannot doubt. 

There is a point which Descartes does not settle. Granted 
that an all-powerful demon may deceive me, what precise 
form might the deception take? What sort of error does he 
lead me to make? It is perhaps worth while to put forward 
tentatively an answer suggested by some crucial passages in 
the Meditations. The judgments which appear to me most 
evident are mathematical judgments. While I am attending 
to the evidence I cannot doubt the truth of the judgment; in 
particular, I do not consider the question whether a corporeal 
world exists at all to which my judgments apply. Mathematics 
does not raise the question, but if a corporeal world did not 
exist mathematics would simply be an elaborate deception, 
because “corporeal nature serves as the object of mathematical 
demonstrations.”11 In the first Meditation Descartes dis- 
tinguishes between physics, astronomy, medicine, etc., on 
the one hand, and arithmetic and geometry on the other; the 


®Cf. Reply to Obj. II., AT VII, 145-146. 

10 It is true that in the first Meditation he asks: “How do I know 
that I am not also deceived each time I add together two and three, 
or number the sides of a square, or form some judgment still more 
simple, if more simple indeed can be imagined?” (AT VII, 21). But 
he takes care not to say “in judging that two and three are five” or 
“that a square has four sides.” He refers to the judgments without 
actually making them. 

11 Med. V., French version, last sentence. 
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former are doubtful compared with the latter “because they 
depend on a consideration of composite objects,” while the 
latter “treat of the most simple and most general things” and 
“are little concerned}? whether they exist in nature or not.” 
I take this to mean that Physics involves observation and 
experiment and is consequently dependent on sense-percep- 
tion. In Physics we frequently seek to prove the existence of 
this or that particular piece of corporeal nature or to show 
whether matter exists or can exist in this or that form. 
Mathematics is satisfied if corporeal nature (which for 
Descartes is the same thing as space)}8 exists at all. That 
is why Mathematics as compared with Physics is said not to 
trouble itself much about existence. The geometrician does 
not ask whether extension exists, but the philosopher does; 
and on such a supposition as that of the all-powerful deceiver 
he may reasonably doubt its existence. Immediately after the 
assertion of the relative certainty of Mathematics Descartes 
puts forward this hypothesis to diminish that certainty. God 
may have “arranged that there should be neither earth nor 
sky nor any extended thing, nor figure, nor magnitude, nor 
place, providing at the same time, however, for the rise in 
me of the perception of all these objects and the persuasion 
that these do not exist otherwise than as I perceive them.”!4 
It is tempting to suppose that at the back of Descartes’ mind 
was the thought that if I were deceived in judgments about 
extension it could only be because extension does not exist at 
all; and, speaking generally, that if I were deceived in judg- 
ments about what is clear and distinct it could only be be- 
cause the content of my ideas had no basis in reality—they 
would be inapplicable, not confused. It might be objected 
that only the possible and not the actual existence of extension 
is necessary for Mathematics. (Certainly the possible exist- 
ence of geometrical figures would be sufficient, but since 
these are modes of extension they depend on the actual or 
possible existence of extension.) This objection can be met as 


12 Latin: “parum curant”; French: “sans se mettre beaucoup en 
peine.” Med. I, AT VII, 20, ll. 26-27 and IX, 16. 

13 Hence I use the word “extension” rather than “space.” 

14 Ibid., French version (quoted from Veitch’s translation). 
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follows. What is clear and distinct can exist, but only if there 
is an all-powerful Being who can cause it to do so. Now, a 
deceiving demon cannot be all-powerful, for the same grounds 
which would prove him to be all-powerful would prove that 
he cannot be a deceiver.15 Therefore until the existence of 
a veracious God is established we do not know even that 
extension can exist. The very possibility of the existence of 
material things “in so far as they constitute the object of pure 
mathematics” depends on the power of God.1¢ If there were 
no God and Mathematics depended on the assumption that 
extension can exist, then Mathematics would be fallacious in 
virtue of that assumption. We should be deceived in believ- 
ing that because the idea of extension is clear and distinct, 
therefore extension can exist; for God is needed to constitute 
even this possibility. Would the suggestion which we have 
made for judgments about extension apply also to judgments 
about number? Not necessarily, because number is independ- 
ent of extension—ideas, for instance, can be numbered. But 
this is a question Descartes never discusses. He seems to 
class number, figure, and extension together, and might well 
have held that if there is no extension there can be no Arith- 
metic. 

To return to our main argument. The important point to 
note in the position which we have now reached is that unless 
I can prove the existence of a God who is not a deceiver I 
may reasonably doubt the truth of what I have clearly and 
distinctly perceived; it is not merely that I may doubt whether 
I am now rightly remembering the conclusion I then reached; 
even if I assume that I am rightly remembering it, and that I 
did clearly and distinctly deduce it from clearly and distinctly 
perceived premises, yet I am justified in doubting its truth. 
Only when I have proved the existence of a veracious God 
shall I be able to say: “Whenever I clearly and distinctly per- 
ceive anything (or have clearly and distinctly perceived any- 
thing, or shall do so in the future) not only is it a fact that 
while so doing I am certain of the truth of what I am perceiv- 


15 Cf, Med. III., AT VII, 52, and Med. IV, 53. 
16 Med. VI. ad init. 
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ing, but also I am absolutely justified in my certainty, and no 
speculative doubt cast upon it afterwards can overthrow it.” 

The objection put to Descartes by his critics was that he 
was arguing in a circle.17 Their formulation of it presupposes 
(a) that Descartes’ argument in the third Meditation, in- 
volving the use of the general rule as a ground from which 
the truth of each separate perception is inferred, is his last 
word; and (b) that consequently the veracity of God is de- 
rived from the general rule, and is not a self-evident intuition 
from which the general rule may itself be derived.18 Descartes 
Is supposed to argue “I cannot know anything until I know 
that a veracious God exists. His existence I prove thus. From 
the clearly and distinctly perceived truth that ‘I think hence 
I am’ I draw the rule that all that J clearly and distinctly 
perceive is true; now, I clearly and distinctly perceive that 
God necessarily exists and that it belongs to his nature not to 
be a deceiver.” To which the critic replies: “You say that you 
cannot know anything until you know that God exists; but as 
you had not proved His existence before you became certain 
of your own existence and of the truth of the general rule 
which follows from that certainty, that rule was not really 
certain, and the proof of God’s existence, which depends on 
it, is not valid.” The circularity involved in the argument so 
stated is too obvious to escape a mind of much less acuteness 
than Descartes’, We can partially acquit him by rejecting 
on his behalf the use of the general rule as a basis of infer- 
ence. But even so the criticism will still hold, though not in 
exactly the same form. For after that rejection every clear 
and distinct perception has an equal claim to truth on its 
own behalf, and does not owe that claim to a rule drawn 
from the self-evident existence of the self. The “all-powerful 
deceiver” hypothesis casts doubt on all alike, and it is left 
to the clear and distinct perception of God, which the specu- 
lative doubt brings to the prominent position previously oc- 
cupied by the perception of the self, to guarantee against that 


17 Obj. I., Thirdly, AT VII, 124-125. 

18 In Reply to Obj. I., AT VII, 115-116, Descartes explicitly re- 
fers to the rule as the major premise in the argument for God’s exist- 
ence. 
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hypothesis its own truth and so the truth of all the rest. It is 
here that the imputation of circular reasoning comes in, and 
we must formulate it in terms wide enough to apply to the 
new position. 

It is to guarantee the validity of all clear and distinct per- 
ception that the knowledge of the existence of God is in- 
voked, yet this supposed knowledge itself depends for its 
certainty only upon its clearness and distinctness; and so the 
proof of God’s existence already assumes the validity of that 
principle which it is called upon to guarantee. To put it in 
another way, the clear and distinct perception of the existence 
of God is no more (and no less) certain than any other clear 
and distinct perception, and whatever doubt affects them 
must equally affect it. I cannot rid myself of my doubt, be- 
cause that doubt infects the only means by which I could 
dispel it. 

(2) This criticism forced Descartes into a new position 
(though perhaps he did not himself realise the change). He 
could not (he assumed) meet it unless he ceased to maintain 
that the hypothesis of an all-powerful deceiver could under- 
mine the validity of clear and distinct perception. He had 
now to hold not only that when we are clearly and distinctly 
perceiving something we cannot doubt its truth, but that we 
are justified in our certainty, and that no doubt can be validly 
entertained against it even when we are no longer clearly and 
distinctly perceiving it. What is clearly and distinctly per- 
ceived is true and is known to be true when so perceived and 
does not become false when it has ceased to be so perceived. 
I have now therefore to accept as true, even against the hy- 
pothesis of an all-powerful deceiver, and independently of the 
knowledge of God, the general rule that what I have clearly 
and distinctly perceived is true; this rule, however, is to be 
used as a support only when I am not attending to the evi- 
dence for a conclusion; for when I am so attending no doubt 
is possible against which it might be used. 

It looks at first sight as if Descartes had been forced virtu- 
ally to give up the view that all knowledge, except the Cogito 
ergo sum, depends upon the knowledge of God. Here we have 
an indefinite number of clearly and distinctly perceived 
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propositions which would be true and known to be true even 
if there were no God. But the independence of God is not 
so great as it at first appears. For even if we admit that clear 
and distinct perception maintains itself as true against the 
hypothesis of an all-powerful deceiver, we may still doubt all 
that depends on memory. God is needed to guarantee the 
truth of “such conclusions as can recur in memory when I do 
not further attend to the reasons for which I made the judg- 
ment,”19 

Suppose I remember that from certain grounds (which are 
not now before my mind in detail, but which I remember to 
have been clearly and distinctly perceived) I inferred by cer- 
tain steps (which J remember in the same way) a conclusion 
A. My memory leads me to believe (a) that I did go through 
a certain inferential process, (b) that the grounds and the 
several steps were clearly and distinctly perceived, and (c) 
that A as I have it now before my mind was the conclusion 
which I then reached. On the supposition of an all-powerful 
deceiver any one of these three (and, if the first, all three) or 
the second and the third together may be false. Memory 
sometimes deceives, and I need God to guarantee the truth 
of a different rule—that under certain conditions I have the 
right to trust it.2° 


19 Reply to Obj. II., Thirdly, AT VII, 140. Descartes is quoting 
Med. V., AT VII, 6, Il. 16 ff., and apparently believes that he is only 
reiterating what he said there. But the doctrine of the fifth Medita- 
tion suggests the interpretation which we have given in the preceding 
pages—namely, that the truth of the clearly and distinctly proved 
conclusions themselves, not merely the accuracy of our memory that 
they were reached by a valid argument from premises whose truth 
was clearly and distinctly perceived, may be called in question— 
whereas the argument here will not admit of such an interpretation; 
for so interpreted it is obviously no answer to the criticism which 
evoked it. 

20 Descartes does not explicitly formulate any such rule, and quite 
possibly would not have accepted this formulation. But any other 
would be equally unsatisfactory, for reasons which will appear shortly. 
We must note here that Descartes’ language often suggests that he 
is appealing to God to ratify the truth of what is remembered rather 
than the accuracy of our memory. But the point is that it is only the 
latter which can be called in question, once the certainty of clear and 
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Now, if God is needed to guarantee the accuracy of our 
memory in this way, without Him we should have no Science, 
or system of knowledge, at all. We should have, indeed, the 
power of knowing one at a time a number of self-evident 
truths. We should also (Descartes seems to allow) be able 
to know the truth of the conclusion of certain arguments 
while attending to premises, proof and conclusion together; 
thus the atheist can “know clearly that the three angles of a 
triangle are equal to two right angles.”21 

But such isolated fragments of knowledge cannot be built 
into a Science or System of Knowledge without the constant 
aid of memory. And therefore “without God we can have 
Knowledge but not Science.”22 


So far I have been concerned to show that the general rule 
“what is clearly and distinctly perceived is true,” supposed to 
be inferred from the Cogito and confirmed by God’s veracity, 
does not occupy the place in Descartes’ epistemology which 
is commonly assigned to it. Each clear and distinct percep- 
tion is self-evident, and needs no rule to guarantee it. The 


distinct perception is admitted. This certainty being presupposed, we 
cannot doubt the truth of what we remember as clearly and distinctly 
perceived unless we doubt the accuracy of our memory. 

21 Reply to Obj. II., Thirdly, AT VII, 141. We must not be mis- 
led by the statement that “the atheist cannot be sure that he is not 
deceived in the things that seem most evident to him.” The context 
(it follows immediately after the statement that the atheist can 
know Clearly the equality of the angles of a triangle to two right 
angles) shows that the atheist is not supposed to be able to doubt 
the truth of a clear and distinct judgment while he is making it, but 
only the accuracy of his memory when he is no longer attending to 
the evidence on which he based it. This interpretation is corroborated 
by a remark in Prine. Phil. I., 13, where we are told that a mind sees 
reason to distrust the truth of its conclusions “where it has the re- 
membrance of a conclusion without recollecting the order of its 
deduction, and is uncertain whether the author of its being has cre- 
ated it of a nature that is liable to be deceived even in what appears 
most evident.” “What appears most evident” can here be nothing 
but the remembrance that the conclusion was clearly and distinctly 
proved. 

22 Reply to Obj. II., AT VII, 141, Il. 3 ff. 
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general rule plays a subordinate part, but one which is still 
essential to the ordered system of knowledge we call Science. 
It has to guarantee the truth of conclusions clearly and dis- 
tinctly inferred when the course of proof is no longer 
attended to. But there are at least two ways, not distin- 
guished by Descartes, in which it may do this. It may be 
taken either as guaranteeing the truth of what has been 
(without doubt) clearly and distinctly perceived, a truth in- 
dubitable so long as the sequence of clearly and distinctly 
perceived steps is the object of attention, but doubtful 
when, reflecting on the conditions of knowledge, we consider 
the conclusion alone; or its sole function may be to guarantee 
the accuracy of our memory of the conclusion and of the 
clearness and distinctness of the proof. The former inter- 
pretation involves a vicious circle, as Descartes’ critics were 
not slow to point out, and though he did not admit the 
charge, he imperceptibly transferred the doubt from clearness 
and distinctness to memory. We have now to consider certain 
difficulties involved in this change of front, and if possible 
find ways of dealing with them not inconsistent with the 
general trend of Descartes’ thought. 

(1) Descartes seems to have been forced to cut the knot 
instead of untying it. He has not shown why the hypothesis 
of an all-powerful deceiver should not throw doubt on each 
clear and distinct perception. It is apparently only because 
he cannot otherwise escape the imputation of circular reason- 
ing that he has had to concede autonomy to them. 

(2) Descartes admits, without explicitly distinguishing, 
three orders of memory. (a) That which is so certain as not 
to depend on the authority of God—as, for instance, when he 
says that an atheist may know the equality of the angles of a 
triangle to two right angles (the proof of which involves 
memory in the sense of retentiveness).2? (b) That which 


23 It might be argued that God would not deceive even an atheist, 
and that therefore the atheist’s knowledge must depend on God. But 
the atheist could not himself use this argument to overthrow his 
doubts, among which is that presented by the hypothesis of an all- 
powerful deceiver. Any knowledge the atheist has cannot be liable to 
this particular doubt; therefore the knowledge of the equality of the 
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does not mislead, but without reference to God would be 
open to speculative doubt. (c) That which is actually mis- 
leading and therefore cannot depend on God’s veracity; a 
frequent cause of error is that “We presume upon a past 
knowledge of much to which we give our assent, as to some- 
thing treasured up in the memory, and perfectly known to 
us; whereas, in truth, we have no such knowledge.”24 The 
question Descartes has to answer is why memory should 
sometimes be challenged and sometimes not. Can we find a 
basis for this distinction and a justification of it? In particular, 
to which category belongs the memory involved in a single 
scientific or philosophic train of thought? The urgency of 
this question is obvious, since if the memory involved in the 
proofs of the existence of God cannot be shown to be in- 
trinsically certain, these are evidently still open to the charge 
of circular reasoning. 


In the Regule Descartes already regarded arguments which 
depend on memory as doubtful on that account, but held 
that by the practice of constant repetition the movement of 
thought can be so much speeded up that practically no 
memory is involved. Speed by itself, however, is not enough. 
The mind must be able to hold the different parts of the 
argument together and take them in at a glance. To do this 
it must both stand still and move—it must attend to each 
part separately and at the same time pass freely on to others. 
Let us illustrate from the process of understanding the proof 
of a proposition in Euclid. To begin with, each step is under- 
stood separately, so that when we have reached the conclusion 
we have not the whole argument before us, but only the final 
step and the memory that we had reached it by a series of 
clearly understood steps. The process at this stage is Deduc- 
tio, and the memory involved is reminiscence, a reference to 


angles of a triangle to two right angles, and consequently the work of 
memory which is involved in holding together the different parts of 
the proof, must be thought by Descartes not to require an appeal to 
the veracity of God. 

24 Princ. Phil. XLIV., AT VIII, 21 (Veitch’s trans.). 
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our own past experience. Then we go over the argument 
again and again, and after each repetition we are able to re- 
tain and carry forward more and more of the earlier stages of 
the proof so as to apprehend their connexion with the later. 
Finally we have the argument before us as a whole, the con- 
clusion being seen to follow from the premises by a single 
inferential act. This act is either Intuitus or Enumeratio 
according to the complexity of the argument. Whichever it is, 
Descartes thinks that it is no longer made uncertain by its 
dependence on memory, because memory has all but disap- 
peared. The truth is rather that memory in the sense of 
reminiscence has been replaced by memory in the sense of 
retentiveness. We no longer rely on our memory that we were 
certain of the previous steps. Instead, the steps themselves 
are retained, and we are not remembering as facts of our 
experience all or any one of the occasions on which we re- 
peated the argument. There is now a present intuitive cer- 
tainty as the result of repetition. Descartes is evidently puz- 
zled to know whether memory is still present or not, but 
believes that at least it is not present in such a form as to 
throw doubt on the conclusion. 

Suppose, however, that after an interval during which we 
have not thought of the proposition or its proof we have 
occasion to refer to the conclusion, e.g. that the angles of a 
triangle are equal to two right angles, we shall probably re- 
gard this judgment as a permanent part of our knowledge, and 
it will not occur to us as necessary to recall the proof. If the 
interval has been a long one, the effort might cost time and 
trouble. We remember that we were satisfied with the proof, 
and unless we are content not to question such memories, we 
can have no permanent possessions in the way of knowledge, 
and the growth of knowledge would be impossible, since we 
could have no foundations on which to build. But it is pre- 
cisely this kind of memory which Descartes thinks liable to 
a speculative doubt that can only be vanquished by the appeal 
to a veracious God. The memory involved here is not re- 
tentiveness but reminiscence. We remember having had the 
experience of being convinced by the proof, and even if we 
cannot accurately determine the conditions of each or any 
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one occasion on which we had this experience, the reference 
is none the less to facts in our past experience. Because 
reminiscence rather than retentiveness is here involved 
Descartes recognises the presence of memory in a form which 
is open to speculative doubt; but because knowledge as an 
ordered and growing system would be impossible if the doubt 
held good, it can be overthrown by an appeal to the veracity 
of God, who could not so completely deceive us. 

We have suggested that retentiveness as it functions in 
holding together the parts of a proof which we see as a single 
whole is taken by Descartes to have the same certainty as 
self-evident intuitions, and that the reminiscence involved in 
remembering a certain conclusion to have been clearly and 
distinctly proved by us may be guaranteed by an appeal to 
the veracity of God. It remains to ask (1) if there is any 
other work of the memory which is indubitable either with 
or without an appeal to God, and (2) in what category we 
must place the memory involved in the proofs of the exist- 
ence of God. 

(1) So far as reminiscence is concerned, Descartes evi- 
dently regards it, from the time of the Meditations, as in- 
herently fallible, and there is no sign that he ever changed 
this opinion. If there were any other instances in which 
fallibility of memory would mean the collapse of Science, 
then no doubt he would urge that in those instances (and 
those only) its justification by the appeal to God is legiti- 
mate and convincing. But are there any such? I think not. If 
no memory of past facts were assured, except the memory 
that we had argued correctly to certain conclusions, Science 
would still be possible, though History could not claim to be 
scientific. Reminiscence, of course, remains practically useful, 
and may lead to results the truth of which can be proved 
without reliance on the reminiscence by which they were 
reached. And for such purposes it may be helped out by 
writing and other sensible aids, though these could not sup- 
port it against speculative doubts.?5 


25 Cf, AT V, 148, where in reply to the objection that though 
God may guarantee my ingenium, still my memoria may mislead me, 
Descartes is reported by Burman as suggesting the use of writing and 
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As for retentiveness, it cannot itself mislead. It is the 
vehicle of evidence for judgments, but the evidence taken at 
its own face value is weighed at the time the judgment is 
made, and I am convinced or not by what is before me; there 
is no reference to or inference from the method by which it 
came before me. When I am relying on present insight into 
evidence which would not be before me if it were not for 
retentiveness, I am not relying on retentiveness; I am relying 
on the evidence itself in just the same way as I should rely on 
it if it were before me for the first time. So far as I take what 
is before me to be good evidence on the ground that I remem- 
ber it, and not because I am now convinced by direct inspec- 
tion of it, I am relying on reminiscence, not on retentive- 
ness. Retentiveness certainly makes possible the growth of 
my knowledge and of my powers of dealing with evidence, 
but I do not argue from it as from evidence. 

Following popular usage, Descartes confuses reminiscence 
and retentiveness under the one term “memory.” Since 
reminiscence is fallible, retentiveness is for him tainted with 
the same suspicion, and escapes from it not because it is of a 
radically different nature from reminiscence, but because it 
seems to him to be reminiscence present in so slight a degree 
as not to carry any uncertainty with it. 

(2) If either of the proofs of God’s existence and veracity 
depended at any point on conclusions presented by reten- 
tiveness but believed true because we remember that the 
proof which led to them was clear and distinct, then it would 
be circular; for it is just that type of reminiscence which has 
to be guaranteed by God’s veracity. The question is, are they 
so complex and involved that the mind cannot retain all the 
evidence required to draw the conclusion by a single intuitive 


similar aids, if a man is doubtful about the goodness of his memory. 
He might have added that they cannot take the place of the appeal to 
God to support memory, because (a) they are sensible and therefore 
inherently misleading, and (b) the presence of the conclusion of a 
proof in writing, even if accompanied by the whole course of the argu- 
ment, cannot prove that you are right in remembering the process to 
have been self-evident; unless you can rely on your memory you must 
attend to the whole argument again in detail. 
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act? It is true that the first or causal proof seems to occupy 
the whole of the third Meditation, and the ontological argu- 
ment the greater part of the fifth. But the “proofs” them- 
selves are in each case brief and clear, if we separate them 
from the preliminary matter which clears the ground for 
them. Descartes himself remarks that once I have freed my 
mind of prejudices and of the “images of sensible objects” 
there is nothing I can know sooner or more easily than the 
fact of God’s existence.26 He admits that those who do not 
remember all that goes to the making of the proof will con- 
sider it sophistical,27 but he evidently does not regard the 
effort of retention as beyond the scope of an intelligent mind. 
In fact, the essence of the “proof” is easily grasped. The 
knowledge of our own existence as limited and imperfect 
(and the knowledge is not upset by the possibility of a de- 
ceiver), is bound up with and inseparable from the knowl- 
edge of a perfect Being on whom we are dependent. Again, 
the ontological argument merely gives a reason for the fact 
that we can have no mere idea of the whole of Being. 

It is time to sum up the conclusions we have so far reached. 
The beginning of the third Meditation suggests that the 
general rule “what is clearly and distinctly perceived is true,” 
inferred from the Cogito ergo sum and guaranteed by the 
veracity of God, is to be used as a basis of inference to prove 
the truth of each clear and distinct perception. But (a) this 
involves an obvious circular argument (independent of that 
involved by the appeal to God’s veracity) and (b) it is in- 
consistent with the general trend of Descartes’ thought, 
which, both in the Regule and in the Meditations treats 
intuitions or clear and distinct perceptions as self-evident. 
None the less the general rule is worth proving, because it is 
needed to support the conclusions which I remember to have 
reached by clear and distinct steps, when I am no longer 
attending to those steps. Descartes. confuses two possible 
reasons for doubting these conclusions. (a) I may doubt 
whether what was clearly and distinctly perceived was neces- 


26 Med. V., AT VIII, 60, Il. 4-9. Cf. Med. HI., AT VII, 47, 1. 
24—48, |. 2. 
27 Reply to Obj. II., AT VII, 120, Il. 3-9. 
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sarily true, without doubting that it was so perceived. (We 
suggested that the particular error | may commit in making 
mathematical judgments is the assumption that a material 
world exists to which the judgments apply.) (b) I may doubt 
simply whether J am rightly remembering the conclusion; or 
I may be mistaken in remembering the steps of the proof to 
have been clear and distinct. It is here the accuracy of 
memory, and not clear and distinct perception, which is 
doubtful. The general rule, no longer derived from the clear 
and distinct perceptions themselves but solely from the verac- 
ity of God, fails to overthrow the doubt in its first form, be- 
cause a circular argument is still involved. The rule hardly 
applies to the doubt in its second form, unless we substitute 
“most evident” for “clear and distinct,” as Descartes some- 
times does; but he tends rather to substitute a direct appeal 
to the veracity of God for the appeal to a rule derived from 
that veracity. Descartes has been led by the fear of arguing in 
a circle to accept clearness and distinctness as ultimate and 
indubitable, put he still needs Goa to support memory. Un- 
fortunately he does not make it clear how far this support is 
to extend, and he fails to distinguish between reminiscence 
and retentiveness. We suggested that he took retentiveness to 
be memory present in so slight a degree as not to mislead; 
that God is needed to support the memory that certain con- 
clusions had the force of clearness and distinctness; and that 
all other memory is inherently fallible and open to specula- 
tive doubt. Since the proofs of God’s existence need only 
retentiveness and not reminiscence they are not open to the 
imputation of circularity. 


e e e 


If our attempt to give a coherent account of what underlies 
Descartes’ general position has had any success, it will be 
evident that the Cogito ergo sum and the general rule sup- 
posed to be inferred from it must fall into the background. 
The Cogito proves nothing but itself—-and even that is far 
less than Descartes supposed. It is not, as is still too often 
assumed, the first piece of firm ground appearing above the 
waters of universal doubt, on which the whole edifice of 
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science can be erected. There is no Atlas in Descartes’ phi- 
losophy to bear the world of human knowledge. The only 
point distinguishing the Cogito from other intuitions is this, 
that it alone stands firm against the hypothesis of an all- 
powerful deceiver. It the existence of a veracious God could 
not be proved, the existence of the self would alone be 
certain. But this is not enough to make it the basis of other 
certainties, unless the proofs of God’s existence depend on it. 
Does any of them do so? Clearly the “ontological argument” 
does not. It involves only the existence of the idea of God; 
and if this idea involves a self to perceive it, then the argu- 
ment may be said rather to prove the existence of the self 
than to depend on an independent proof of it. And Descartes 
himself says? that even if all the conclusions of the previous 
Meditations were false the existence of God would be at 
least as certain as any truth of Mathematics. In the “causal 
argument” the existence of an imperfect self and a perfect 
God are seen to involve one another, but the latter is certainly 
not inferred from the former. On the contrary, “in some way 
I possess the perception of the infinite before that of the 
finite, that is, the perception of God before that of myself.”2® 
The only argument for the proof of God’s existence which 
seems to presuppose the existence of the self is tnat given at 
the end of the third Meditation in support of the “causal 
argument,” to the ettect that my existence cannot be ex- 
plained except as derived from God; but even here what is 
proved is only that if I exist God must be the source of my 
existence and maintenance. Even if we admit that the Cogito 
ergo sum could be used here as a premise for the proof of 
God’s existence, it is evident that (a) Descartes does not so 
use it and (b) the other two more important proofs are in- 
dependent of it. The Cogito, then, is not essential to a co- 
herent account of knowledge on Cartesian principles. As for 
the general rule, if it is merely a way of stating as a fact of 
experience that there are “perceptions” which are self-evident 
and that these have certain characteristics suitably described 


28 Med. V., AT VII, 65-66. 
29 Med. IlI., AT V, 45, ll. 26-29. 
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as “clearness” and “distinctness,” then there is no harm in 
it; but it cannot be established from the Cogito and then 
used as a basis of proof for each clear and distinct perception. 
Descartes is fundamentally an intuitionist, who attempts to 
define the conditions of intuitive judgment. The appeal to 
the veracity of God—itself intuited—does not, as interpreted in 
this paper, mar the intuitional nature of knowledge. It is at 
bottom a claim that the world is rational and coherent and 
consequently capable of being known not in isolated frag- 
ments merely, but as a single ordered and continuous system. 


THE CREATION OF THE ETERNAL TRUTHS 
IN DESCARTES’S SYSTEM 


EMILE BREHIER 


I 


The Cartesian theory of the creation of the eternal truths 
occupies, in the body of Descartes’s writings, a rather curious 
position. As we see it in a letter to Mersenne of 1630, written 
while he is preparing “his Physics,” the theory appears in the 
context of “metaphysical questions” that he will discuss there; 
for “it has nothing to do with matters depending on revela- 
tion or what I call “Theology’ proper, but is, rather, meta- 
physical and to be examined by human reason.” After he has 
stated his answer, he adds, “I hope to write this down within 
two weeks in my Physics”; and he asks Mersenne to assemble 
objections that theologians might raise against it.2 In his 
reply, Mersenne was obliged to point out that, as there was 
a close connection for theologians between this question and 
that of the production of the Word by the Father, Descartes’s 
doctrine might meet with opposition from them. Descartes’s 
teply to this, on May 6, 1630, is: “What you say about the 


First published in Revue Philosophique de la France et de 
’Etranger (Vol. CXIII, Nos. 5-6, 7-8, May—August 1937, pp. 15- 
29) and included in La Philosophie et son passé, pp. 103-124, by 
Emile Bréhier, in the series Nouvelle Encyclopédie Philosophique 
(Paris: Alcan, Presses Universitaires de France, 1940). The paper 
was translated by the editor, and the translation is published with the 
permission of Presses Universitaires de France. 

1 That is, the basis of the theory in the view that God’s will is 
not subject to His understanding. 

2 Letter of April 15, 1630, Adam and Tannery edition, Vol. I, 


143-146. 
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production of the Word is no objection. . . .” Nonetheless, 
he shows caution in claiming the right to treat the question 
as a philosopher: “But I do not wish to get involved with 
Theology; I am even afraid you may think my Philosophy 
goes too far in venturing an opinion regarding such exalted 
matters.” 

Though, in the spring of 1630, Descartes considered this 
doctrine of such paramount importance that he asked 
Mersenne to “proclaim it everywhere,” not a word of it is 
breathed in the Discourse, nor in the Meditations and 
Principles; and not until eleven years later did it happen to 
reappear, thanks to an objection of Gassendi’s (who cer- 
tainly never dreamed of attributing such ideas to Descartes), 
in the Replies to the Fifth Set of Objections. There Des- 
cartes was prompted to say, very briefly, that the eternal 
truths, though immutable, are created. But this was enough to 
alert the theologian authors of the Sixth Set of Objections, 
who, in stating their eighth difficulty, indicated their surprise. 
They had been able to find nothing of the sort in the 
Meditations. 

This silence, which is explained by Descartes’s prudence, 
accounts for the doctrine’s appearing as an excursion and is 
the reason that its place in the methodic development of 
Descartes’s metaphysical ideas is not at first apparent. Yet 
such a place was assuredly given the doctrine by the first 
formulation in 1630. The questions I wish to consider here 
are: how this place is to be understood and what Des- 
cartes means in the theory by “creation’—a word which, 
applied to the eternal truths, has so strange a ring.? 


II 


In the statement of his doctrine in the letter to Mersenne, 
Descartes employs indifferently the Augustinian expression 
“eternal truths” and the Scholastic word “essence.” “God,” he 


3 For explication of the theory, see the notable thesis of Emile 
Boutroux, De Veritatibus aeternis apud Cartesium, translated into 
French by Canguilhem. 
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writes, “produces the eternal truths ut efficiens et totalis 
causa. For He is Author of the essence of created things as 
well as of their existence, and the essence [of created things] 
is nothing other than these eternal truths.”* As an example of 
these truths, he cites, “Lines drawn from the center to the 
circumference are equal,” which is in fact nothing other 
than the expression of the essence of the circle. 

Scholastic theology had a precise doctrine about the rela- 
tion of the essences of created things to God. I shall indicate 
what it was, and we shall see why Descartes could not accept 
it. Examining the question how God can possess knowledge 
of particular things, St. Thomas answers that, to have this 
knowledge, it is necessary 


that He is Himself the proper type of each. How this 
may be, we must investigate. . . . A certain philosopher, 
Clement by name, said that things of higher rank are the 
types of those of lesser rank. Now the divine essence 
contains in itself the excellences of all beings, not in- 
deed by way of composition, but by way of perfection. 
. . . Wherefore God’s understanding can comprehend 
within His essence what is proper to each thing, by un- 
derstanding wherein each thing imitates His essence, 
and wherein it falls short of His perfection: for instance, 
by understanding His essence as imitable in respect of 
life and not of knowledge, it conceives the proper form 
of a plant... . But the types of things in the divine 
understanding are not multiple nor distinct, except in so 
far as God knows that things can be like Him in many 
and diverse ways.5 


This is the familiar Neo-Platonic theme. In the One, es- 
sences are in no way distinguished, and the diversity of es- 
sences is nothing positive but rather marks a defect or fall 
from complete unity. There can be no question here of a 
creation of essences; rather, it is by a kind of attenuation 
of the divine unity that a multiplicity of essences is en- 
gendered. The only difference between St. Thomas and 
Plotinus on this question (and it is in itself a great one) is 


4 May 27, 1630, AT I, 152. 
5 Contra Gentiles I, Ch. 54. 
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this: to explain the multiplicity of essences, Plotinus invokes 
a natural necessity that makes the many flow from the One, 
whereas St. Thomas relies on the actual diversity of existing 
things created by God’s power and relative to which alone 
this kind of multiplication of the divine essence is to be con- 
ceived. But this difference is of no consequence to the ques- 
tion at issue, and St. Thomas himself pointed out the alli- 
ance of his doctrine with Platonism: “Wherein the opinion 
of Plato is in a certain way preserved, in that he postulated 
ideas in accordance with which everything that exists in 
material things is formed.” 

In this doctrine, two points are of particular interest to us. 
The essences of created things are related to God’s under- 
standing to the exclusion of any other attribute, and the 
multiplicity of essences is not grounded in the absolute. 

It is on the first of these points that the theologian Sudrez 
insisted, seeking thereby to safeguard the truth of the eternal 
truths. According to Suarez, they are not true because they 
are known by God, but they are known by God because they 
are true. Otherwise, God would not know of necessity that 
they are true. If, that is, their truth derived from Him, this 
could only be through the intermediary of His will, which 
is free; and then there would be no more necessity in their 
truth than in any product of the divine will. Suarez insisted 
that their truth is the object of the divine understanding 
alone and that, in accordance with the nature of understand- 
ing gua contemplative, it must be given and not made. From 
this, he concludes: Habent perpetuam veritatem, non solum 
ut sunt in divino intellectu, sed etiam secundum se ac 
praescindendo ab illo.® 

Thus the first aspect of the doctrine, considered in isola- 
tion, ends in a kind of theological Platonism: an eternal 
reality contemplated by God and distinct from God. Would 
there then be something eternal other than God? This con- 
sequence, which would be inadmissible, is immediately cor- 
rected and delimited by the second aspect of the thesis, which 


8 Disputat. metaphys., Disp. XXXI, Sec. 12, No. 40, cited by 
Garin, Théses cartésiennes et théses thomistes. 
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sees these essences or multiple truths as facets or—better— 
attenuations of the essence of the divine understanding— 
with the consequence that God, in contemplating tnem, does 
nothing but contemplate Himself. In this we again find a 
Neo-Platonic theme. Contemplation of self is at the same 
time the contemplation of the whole of intelligible reality 
and the Platonism of the Timaeus is thus reabsorbed in Neo- 
Platonism. 

It should be added that tne union of these two aspects is a 
rather embarrassing state of affairs. In the first aspect, we 
speak as Augustinians of discrete eternal truths, such as 
mathematical truths—each, considerea in itself, having its 
own evidence and being, so to speak, self-sufficient. And we 
see here the human intelligence at work with its concrete 
and discrete apprehensions. In the second aspect, we speak 
as Neo-Platonists of essences forming a world by virtue of 
their mutual interpenetration. In the Neo-Platonism of 
Plotinus (and in that of the Middle Ages), no truth can be 
separated from the others. To think is of necessity to think of 
the whole; and, under these conditions, not even cogito ergo 
sum could be self-evident. For the cogito supposes the van- 
tage point of thought; and, according to Plotinus, the vantage 
point of thought is that of the whole of intelligible being. For 
Augustine, on the other hand, cogito ergo sum is one of those 
eternal truths or discrete insights that are added together 
without forming a whole—one of those insights that, as Des- 
cartes says, “there is no need to enumerate.” 

This opposition between the eternal truths and the Neo- 
Platonic intelligible had the gravest consequences for the 
idea that we might have of the value and certainty of our 
knowledge of created things. According to the Thomistic 
theory, as we have seen, essences are distinguished from one 
another only in relation to the things of which they are the 
essences, and so knowledge by nature proceeds from the exist- 
ing created thing to its essence. The created thing known as 
existing is, then, the only means of disclosing the essence. 
Moreover, supposing that knowledge of the essence is at- 
tained, it is quite deficient. For the essence has its full signifi- 
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cance only as reunited with other essences, and reabsorbed 
with them, in the unity of the essence of the divine under- 
standing. There is a feeble reflection of this unity in the 
hierarchy of genera and species determining each of the in- 
ferior notions within the compass of the unity of a genus; and 
St. Thomas, borrowing the idea from Aristotle, compares each 
of these notions to a number in the series of numbers. So it 
seemed quite impossible to accept both the discrete character 
of the eternal truths, each possessing its own evidence, and 
also the radical unity of the eternal truths. 


Il 


We see which side Descartes was on in the dispute. His 
real problem—how to compass truths that are certain—is in- 
soluble within Scholastic philosophy, and indeed the very 
expressions Descartes uses in affirming the distinction of es- 
sences make us think of this. Non plures vel distinctae, St. 
Thomas says in speaking of essences; to which Descartes re- 
plies, “I call ... that [perception] ‘distinct’ which is so 
precise and different from all others that it contains within 
itself only what is perfectly clear to the person who duly 
considers it.”7 And we recall examples from the Rules: “Thus 
anyone can see by intuition that he exists, that he thinks, 
that a triangle is bounded by just three lines. . . .”8 These 
discrete insights and separately perceived essences cannot be 
ordered in a hierarchy of genera and species, which, for Des- 
cartes, is a mere human artifice of classification and not a 
means of disclosing essences.® “There are,” he says, “notions 
so clear that we obscure them in trying to define them in the 
manner of the School, and they are not acquired by study 
but are born with us.”1° Of such a nature are the notions 


7 Principles of Philosophy 1, 45. 

8 Rule III, AT X, 368. 

® Cf. his reply to Gassendi: “What you then advance against the 
universals of the dialecticians does not affect me, since I do not con- 
ceive of them in the same way as they do.” 

10 Principles I, 10. 
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of motion, of thought, extension, existence, and certainty.4 

But the more Descartes insisted on the integral and dis- 
crete awareness that the human mind can have of essences, 
the more he precluded the possibility of the kind of correc- 
tion of Augustinianism by Neo-Platonism which, in theology, 
could leave room for a thesis like Sudrez’s. Nor could he 
readily regard essences that are accessible and familiar to the 
human mind as containing some vestige, however remote, of 
the infinite divine understanding. 

It should also be noted that if we wish to assign these 
essences to the divine understanding, we must draw the con- 
sequence that Suarez drew. Not only would these truths 
pertain to the divine understanding; but, given the nature of 
the understanding, they would have to be true in their own 
right and independently of the divine understanding, for—as 
the theologian partisans of Suarez observe in the Sixth Set of 
Objections—“it seems impossible that God could have brought 
it about that any of these essences or truths should not have 
been from all eternity.” And then, to the Sudrezian thesis, 
Descartes could oppose views accepted by the theologians 
themselves: “If men properly understood the sense of their 
words, they could never say without blasphemy that the truth 
of something precedes God’s knowledge of it, for in God 
willing and knowing are the same.”!2 He would side with 
the followers of Suarez, however, when Gassendi raised a diffi- 
culty about setting up “some immutable and eternal nature 
other than that of a sovereign God.” For Descartes, like them, 
postulates these truths as distinct from God. But he decides 
against the theologians when they assign to these truths im- 
mutability of the same kind as God’s. 


11 We also take it to be the case that this discrete character of 
evidence, which for Descartes is the condition of certainty, is an es- 
sential feature of his thought. 

12 Letter of May 6, 1630, AT I, 149. 
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IV 


No compromise was possible between the discrete charac- 
ter of essences, the condition of self-evidence, and their 
radical union in the divine understanding. To retain the 
forme, it was necessary to make the essences depend on the 
will and power of God—to make them created things, and 
this is what Descartes did. But has the notion of creation that 
Descartes had to employ here anything in common with the 
accepted notion of creation? In the ordinary notion, creation 
is positing of existence; here, it is positing of essence. 
Ordinarily creation is of a temporal existent; here, it is of an 
eternal essence. In the ordinary notion, a created thing is a 
being whose contingency is intelligible as such; that is, it can 
be conceived as not existing. But here “it is useless to ask 
how God could have brought it about from all eternity that 
two times four should not have been eight, etc., for I admit 
that this is something we cannot understand.”38 

Creation of this sort has nothing in common with the 
creation of theologians, and in particular it cannot be as- 
similated to Duns Scotus’ theory of the primacy of the will. 
The God of Duns Scotus does not create possibilities, and His 
will finds its limit in the contradictory. No doubt certain 
statements of Descartes’s in the Replies are Scotist in ap- 
pearance: “The reason for their goodness [created things] 
derives from His having willed to make them so.” Similarly, 
for Duns Scotus, “no rule is right except in so far as it is 
accepted by the divine will.” But what Scotus says of a 
moral precept, which we can without logical contradiction 
imagine replaced by another, Descartes extends to truths the 
denial of which is a contradiction in terminis and unthinkable. 

This is because his intention is quite different. For Des- 
cartes, theology comes in only in as much as it furnishes the 
bases of certainty. This certainty is itself assured only through 
methodic doubt, and doubt is methodic only if it is pushed to 


13 Replies to the Sixth Set of Objections. 
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the extreme—that is, if we have examined all the reasons, pos- 
sible reasons included, that we may have for doubting. But in 
the Meditations we find that the theory of the creation of 
the eternal truths, though nowhere explicitly formulated, is 
presupposed in two essential steps of Descartes’s thinking; 
viz., where we are able to carry doubt much further than it 
has ever gone before and where we are able to free ourselves 
of doubt with much greater assurance than ever before. 

Hyperbolic doubt, at the outset, shows reasons for doubt- 
ing truths that seem the clearest and most apparent, as in 
adding two and three, counting the number of sides of a 
square, or “something even simpler, if anything simpler than 
that can be imagined.” For doubt to be possible here, we must 
imagine “a God who can do everything” or, if not God “who 
is the source of truth,” “some evil genius, as artful and deceit- 
ful as he is powerful, [who] has employed all his efforts in 
deceiving me.” But we must also imagine the stratagems of 
this evil genius, and on this point Descartes is hardly ex- 
plicit. They cannot consist in bringing about that I do not in 
fact see what I seem to see; for instance, in bringing about 
that I do not see that a square has four sides. For if this 
were so, there would be no way of emerging from doubt, and 
intuition would go no further than the cogito. The stratagem 
of the evil genius can consist only in changing the truths 
that we take to be eternal truths in such a way that we have 
no assurance that if we look again, we shall again find the 
sum of three plus two equal to five or a mountain with a 
valley. Hence, to play his part, the evil genius—that imagi- 
nary being on whom Descartes has conferred the omnipo- 
tence of God without His goodness—must be a creator of es- 
sences, a creator who is completely arbitrary and continually 
changing. 

Thanks to the fiction of the evil genius, we discover one of 
the positive conditions of certainty; namely, the permanence 
of the essences that we intuit. Freedom from doubt will be 
attained only if their permanence is assured; but one of the 
conditions of this permanence is the same as that of hyper- 
bolic doubt; namely, the creation of essences. If we proceed to 
enrich the fiction of an omnipotent genius by adding that he 
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is entirely good and does not wish to deceive us, we shall be 
assured, on this second hypothesis, of the certainty of our in- 
tuition. If we then demonstrate that the hypothesis is true— 
that is, that a being possessing power alone without goodness 
is a fiction and, instead, that an infinitely perfect being pos- 
sessing both is real—we are assured, beyond all hypothesis, 
of the validity of our intuition. From this we see how wrong 
it would be to say that, according to Descartes, the divine 
guarantee is necessary only for reasoning that cannot be 
grasped in its entirety by intuition. On the contrary, the 
guarantee bears on actual intuition, though it is also related 
to time and memory. By the very nature of human reason, it 
would be useless at the moment of intuition: for “as soon as I 
understand something very clearly and very distinctly, I can- 
not prevent myself from believing it to be true.” The only 
problem is to know how I can foresee with certainty that, my 
intuition being, as it were, detached, what is intuited will 
continue to be true. This problem has significance only if 
the essences that I intuit are created beings capable of disap- 
pearing and being replaced by others: and the only answer 
to the problem, if we are to have genuine knowledge, is 
the creation of essences by an immutable and good God. It is 
not a matter of “guaranteeing memory” in the sense that 
God might provide us with a guarantee that we are not mis- 
taken when we claim to be sure of having grasped something 
clearly and distinctly. Rather, what God guarantees is that, 
provided our memory of having grasped something clearly 
and distinctly is accurate, we are as assured of its truth as if 
we were now intuiting it. 

We now see that the celebrated loci classici of hyperbolic 
doubt and the divine guarantee in the Meditations cannot 
be explained unambiguously without the theory of the crea- 
tion of the eternal truths—a theory that Descartes wanted to 
make public as early as 1630, yet of which he said not a 
word in his books. 

In this theory, the eternal truths, assigned the status of cre- 
ated things, can be grasped wholly and without remainder. 
But, for this very reason, they do not have the kind of cer- 
tainty that they have in Plotinus—that is, the certainty of a 
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soul the superior part of which intuits an intelligible world. 
Here we are concerned not with a pre-existing body of knowl- 
edge but with the starting points of a science to be achieved. 
Father Mersenne, as a theologian, saw an affinity between the 
production of essences and the prolation of the Word, and 
Descartes has occasion to reter to this comparison when he 
writes: “I do not conceive [of them] emanating from God, 
like rays from the sun.” Descartes’s treatment of essences is 
exactly analogous in import to the treatment of Christ by the 
Socinians of his epoch. He humanizes essences, as they hu- 
manized Christ; and he thereby makes it possible for there 
to be human knowledge perfect of its kind, as they make 
possible Christian perfection and the imitation of Christ: 
“To imitate Christ, our lives do not have to express absolutely 
His most perfect holiness and justness, but we must be holy 
and just in the way in which He was.” Just as the problem of 
virtue is no longer to attain some transcendent Good of which 
human virtue is but a pale reflection, so man is not reduced 
to knowledge that is a distant shadow of God’s: he can, qud 
man, have knowledge complete in itself. Christianity and 
science are, both of them, cut off from theology. 


V 


With one exception, theologians unanimously rejected the 
thesis of the creation of essences. Leibniz did not forget that 
exception: “We need not,” he writes, “suppose with certain 
persons that the eternal truths, being dependent on God, are 
arbitrary and depend on His will, as Descartes, and after- 
ward M. Poiret, seem to have held.”!4 Poiret, before devoting 
himself to mystical writings and to editing the works of 
Antoinette Bourignon, had published in 1677 his Cogitationes 
rationales de Deo, Anima et Malo, in which we find, accord- 
ing to the subtitle, “true metaphysics’—that is, the meta- 
physics that Descartes substituted for the scientia hor- 
ribilis of the Scholastics. According to Poiret, that prickly 


14 Monadology, Sec. 46. 
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science begins with speculation on the transcendental terms 
Being, True, and Good as a preliminary to knowledge of God. 
Poiret takes it to follow that the Scholastics consider these 
terms anterior to God and independent of Him. Since the 
terms are applied to all reality, it follows that they “intermix 
creator and created thing as if they had being and truth in 
common—as if the sense of these terms was univocal. Or, if 
they do admit equivocation, they fall into perfectly inept 
definitions of the word ‘equivocal,’ since they have in fact 
rejected equivocation.”15 

This critique of Scholastic ontology is connected, in 
Poiret’s mind, with the thesis of the creation of the eternal 
truths, which alone enables us to recognize the radical tran- 
scendence of a God whose essence is incommunicable to 
created things. If, according to Poiret, we make essences an 
object of the divine understanding, we reduce God to the 
level of created minds by teaching that He conceives of neces- 
sity the ideas, essences, and truths of things, “as if they 
flowed, immediately and without the intervention of a decree, 
from the very essence of God.” We also contravene His 
unity, conferring on Truth, distinguished in this way from 
Him, an eternity that belongs only to Him. The good and 
the true that God creates by a free decree is, for God, mere 
fancy and fiction. “It is not at all necessary that God, to make 
use of His intelligence, consider anything other than Him- 
self, although, if it happens to please Him that something 
external be true and He wills to imagine it, He knows that 
this is true and is known and seen by Him.”16 

This theory furnishes Poiret with a justification of the 
negative theology that the Neo-Platonists had introduced: 


In the presence of His supreme essence, all essence, form, 
nature, truth, goodness of things vanish absolutely in 
sheer nothingness. And this is perhaps what certain early 
theologians had in mind when they said that the essence 
of God is above all essence, that His goodness is super- 


15 Cogitationes, p. 121. 
16 Ibid., Ch. VII, Sec. 4. 
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essentially good, and that He is super-essentially one and 
true—that is, more than one and more than true.17_ 


Thus, in a striking way, the ideas of the mystic complement 
those of the philosopher, Poiret emphasizing an aspect of 
the theory complementing the one pointed out by Descartes. 
By such a profound separation of God from created things, 
we put essences on a level with human intelligence, but at 
the same time we place God beyond our grasp. The no- 
tion of the divine Word or intermediary—instead of being, as 
for Malebranche, a philosophic notion—is a sheer given of 
revelation, and the fusion of revelation and philosophy ap- 
pears clearly impossible. 


VI 


The great Cartesians of the seventeenth century—Spinoza, 
Malebranche, and Leibniz—did not retain the theory of the 
creation of the eternal truths and in fact took it to task more 
or less violently. In Descartes we have seen the essen- 
tial connection of the theory with methodic doubt, which it 
makes possible. For these philosophers methodic doubt does 
not play the same propaedeutic role as it does for Descartes, 
and the theory was discarded along with it. By the same 
token, however, they returned to the Neo-Platonic meta- 
physics of essences and intelligible reality, though they had to 
emend it at some point to allow for the use of clear and 
distinct ideas. 

On this question, Spinoza finds himself closer to Des- 
cartes than to the Scholastics: 


I admit that this opinion [Descartes’s], which subjects 
everything to an indifferent will of God’s and affirms that 
everything depends on His favor, is less distant from the 
truth than the opinion of those who hold that God does 
everything for the sake of the good; for. . . that amounts 
to subjecting God to fate [this is Descartes’s own criti- 
cism], and nothing more absurd can be asserted of God, 


17 Cogitationes, p. 133. 
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whom we have shown to be the first cause and sole free 
cause of the essence of things as well as of their exist- 
ence.18 


When Spinoza affirms that “God is the efficient cause not only 
of the existence of things but also of their essence,” he agrees 
with Descartes on a basic point. Both are of the opinion that 
the divine causation productive of essence is of the same type 
as that productive of existence. For the Scholastics, on the 
contrary, they are of different types: eternal and necessary 
emanation for essences, creative and free causation for exist- 
ences. Spinoza’s divergence from Descartes comes out in their 
determination of this single type of causation. For Spinoza, 
it is akin to the mathematical causation of a definition, 
while, for Descartes, it is free and creative. Despite this 
difference, however, the unity of causation in God is a basis 
of agreement, as Leibniz noted with hostile intent.!® This 
unity, in Descartes as in Spinoza, effaces all analogy between 
divine causation and that of the human will, which acts sub 
ratione boni inasmuch as it is subject to essences provided 
externally by the understanding. For both, no reflection of 
human nature comes to intervene between mind and reality; 
and the nature of the real is such that rational knowledge is 
possible, whether the object of this knowledge has been 
created by God (Cartesian essences) or whether it is God 
Himself. 

But Spinoza, where he docs not follow Descartes, runs 
afoul of the contradictory implication of Neo-Platonism, 
which places rational knowledge infinitely above the reach of 
the human mind. He avoids this consequence only by certain 
artifices. The first is the distinction of divine attributes. To 
introduce the Cartesian physics of clear ideas, he must in 
some way isolate essences in God. (Descartes would have us 
isolate them from God as created things.) Spinoza is in a 
position to do this because he substitutes attributes for 
God in the thought that the mind has of God and includes 


18 Ethics I, Prop. XXXIII, Scholium 2, end. 
19 Discourse on Metaphysics, Sec. II: “This opinion verges closely 
on that of the recent innovators.” 
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among these attributes extension, which is the object of a 
clear and distinct idea. Second, there is a difference of kinds 
of knowledge. While knowledge of the third kind is directed 
toward the singular in so far as it has its intelligible founda- 
tion in God, knowledge of the second kind has for its object 
notions that are both common and adequate, or the “true 
universals” that also form the basis of Cartesian science. Thus 
the theory of attributes and that of knowledge of the second 
kind appear to have the same role for Spinoza that the crea- 
tion of essences has for Descartes. They isolate within the 
intelligible immensity perspectives by means of which it be- 
comes accessible to the mind and, so to speak, on a level 
with it. This isolation of essences, whereby they are objects 
of adequate knowledge, is the condition of certainty that Des- 
cartes attains by transforming essences into created things; 
and Spinoza, with his theory of divine attributes, attains the 
equivalent of the infinite distance of creation between God 
and essences. In both cases—extension as created essence or 
as attribute of God—we have the object of a physics that is 
perfect in itself and does not aspire, like the Neo-Platonic 
intelligible, to self-completion.?° 

Malebranche also rejects, more energetically than Spinoza, 
the thesis of the creation of the eternal truths. As a Catholic 
theologian, he brings the mediocrity of Descartes’s argu- 
ments into relief. Descartes maintained that essences, though 
created, are immutable because God is immutable in His 
decrees. To this, Malebranche replies that divine immutabil- 
ity entails neither permanence in the things created nor 
absence of change. Granting this, the inevitable consequence 
of the thesis is the most complete Pyrrhonism—that of hyper- 
bolic doubt, since we escape this consequence only by assum- 
ing that the entailment holds.21 But what especially predis- 
poses Malebranche against the Cartesian thesis is that it in 
effect separates man from God with respect to knowledge, 
as Socinianism separated him from God in religion. Male- 


20 Leibniz returns to Neo-Platonism when he demonstrates the 
deficiency and obscurity of the notion of extension conceived inde- 
pendently (Discourse on Metaphysics). 

21 Eclaircissement X, p. 382. 
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branche’s position is that universal reason, which is the light 
of the human mind, is also the Word: it is “the wisdom of 
the Father, wisdom eternal, immutable, and necessary, which 
informs creatures and Creator as well, though in a very 
different way.”22 And he suggests that the separation of man 
from God may be the real impetus behind such a theory as 
the creation of the eternal verities, for it caters to man’s pride 
by placing his confidence in created things and offering him 
an alternative to having to consult God.?8 

This return to Platonism ran the risk of bringing about just 
what Descartes had wanted to obviate; namely, making hu- 
man knowledge appear to be a feeble vestige of divine knowl- 
edge and precluding the possibility of a physics relying on the 
complete intelligibility of an idea considered in itself and 
apart from others. Malebranche is well aware that the fate of 
science rests with the “diversity” of intelligible ideas.24 But 
how is he to reconcile vision in God—which, since God is 
simple, is defective if it is not total-with awareness of sepa- 
tate and distinct essences? This is what Arnauld asks him, 
and Malebranche replies: 


In a sense what we immediately perceive is God. But 
. . . we see Him only insofar as His substance is re- 
lated to created things. For, although whatever is in God 
is God, we do not, strictly speaking, see God when we 
see Him by way of the idea He has of His works, or in 
the respect in which created things may participate in 
Him.?5 


Thus the multiplicity of essences is introduced, as in St. 
Thomas, by reference to the multiplicity of things that God 


22 Méditations Chrétiennes, beginning. 

23 Cf. Eclaircissement X of Recherche de la Vérité, pp. 371-382 
(Garnier), where Descartes is named only at the end, p. 379, with 
reference to the text of the Replies to the Sixth Set of Objections. 
On the fundamental atheism of this thesis, cf. p. 375: “They protest 
in vain .. .”; and p. 377: “. . . despite the aversion of certain 
leamed men... .” 

24 Eclaircissement X, p. 380 (Garnier). 

: 25 Réponse au livre des vraies et des fausses idées, Ch. IX, 
ec. 14. 
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has the intention of creating. There is this difference, how- 
ever: Malebranche treats these essences (which are reduced 
to one; viz., the model of the material world or intelligible 
extension) as if their separation, far from being an imper- 
fection, gave them a positive and autonomous reality. An arti- 
fice of this sort is necessary if he is to succeed in uniting Car- 
tesian science with Neo-Platonism. 

Finally, Leibniz attacks the Cartesian thesis by showing 
that the creation of essences is far from being an extension 
of the Christian dogma of creation and, on the contrary, robs 
it of all intelligibility. What he does is to assimilate 
Descartes’s God—bare absolute power that does not act for 
the sake of the good—to Spinoza’s God. To Leibniz it seems 
that “to say that such a God made things comes to the same 
as saying that they have been produced by a blind necessity.” 
Thus, by a complete reversal of reasons pro and con, this, so 
to speak, hyperbolic creation of the eternal truths makes cre- 
ation in the ordinary sense incomprehensible, and creation 
is a sheer dogma of revelation relating to piety and not 
to philosophy. As for the creation of the eternal truths, it is 
the reverse side of the autonomy of reason, seeking not to rise 
toward a divine model of which it would be a trace but to 
progress toward new truths. 


DESCARTES’ VALIDATION OF REASON 


HARRY G. FRANKFURT 


In the First Meditation, Descartes raises the possibility 
that there is a demon of unlimited power bent on deceiving 
those who reason. Later on in the Meditations he attempts 
to eliminate the doubts nourished by consideration of this 
possibility by developing proofs for the existence of God and 
by arguing that the benevolence of God guarantees the relia- 
bility of reason. To many critics, Descartes’ procedure in this 
matter has seemed defective. They point out that his argu- 
ments rely upon the very rational faculty whose reliability is 
presumably at stake, and they insist that the attempt to 
validate reason is therefore vitiated by circularity.! 

In my opinion, those who have discussed this matter have 
often failed to understand Descartes’ argument correctly. My 
purpose in this essay is to make clear just what question about 
reason Descartes found it necessary to ask in the Meditations 
and how he thought it possible to give a reasonable answer 
to it. When I have done so, I believe, it will be easier to 
judge fairly whether or not his reasoning is free of vicious 
circularity and other defects. 


American Philosophical Quarterly, Vol. II, No. 2, April 1965, 
pp. 149-156. Reprinted with the permission of the author and the 
American Philosophical Quarterly. 

1Jt is evident that Descartes is not guilty of circularity in the 
sense of offering an argument whose conclusion appears among its 
premisses. If his reasoning is circular at all, the circularity is, I take 
it, of a less formal variety. I shall not undertake to define this variety 
of circularity but shall assume that, in an intuitive way at least, its 
nature is sufhciently clear for the purposes of my essay. 
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1. It may seem difficult to understand how anything can 
rationally be said in behalf of reason without transparently 
begging the question of whether reason is worthy of trust. 
Some commentators have consequently been attracted to the 
alternative that Descartes is not actually concerned with vali- 
dating reason (the faculty by means of which, when we use 
it rightly, we perceive things clearly and distinctly) at all, 
but with establishing the trustworthiness of memory.? Their 
position is that he makes no attempt to determine whether 
what is clearly and distinctly perceived (intuited) is properly 
to be regarded as true, but that he tries rather to provide 
grounds for trusting recollections of intuitions.? Descartes is 
alleged by them to be preoccupied with the possibility that 
an omnipotent demon victimizes us by causing us to think 
we remember perceiving clearly and distinctly what we have 
never in fact intuited at all. 

So far as I can see, this interpretation of the metaphysical 
doubt is inconsistent with Descartes’ account of his doctrines 
and, in any case, it does not satisfactorily allow hirn to escape 
the charge of circularity.4 Descartes does indeed sometimes 
describe the problem with which he is concerned as one which 
may be encountered in contexts where something is remem- 
bered. But even in such contexts his problem is not to estab- 
lish the reliability of memory. It is to validate propositions 
which are correctly remembered to have been intuited. 

Suppose that two weeks ago, in the course of studying a 
geometry text, a person clearly and distinctly perceived that p. 


2For an important defense of this alternative, cf. Willis Doney, 
“The Cartesian Circle,” Journal of the History of Ideas, vol. 16 
(2955), 324-338. - 

3'The terms “to intuit” and “to perceive clearly and distinctly,” 
and their corresponding derivates, will be used interchangeably 
throughout this essay. 

4] have argued in support of these claims in “Memory and the 
Cartesian Circle,” Philosophical Review, vol. 71 (1962), 504-511. 
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Suppose this person now correctly recalls having intuited on 
that earlier occasion that p. Given such a situation, Descartes 
wants to know whether the person is justified in accepting 
p as certainly true—whether, that is, the fact that he once 
intuited that p is now acceptable as conclusive evidence for 
p’s truth. His answer is that the person is justified if he knows 
that God exists, but not otherwise.® 

2. Before proceeding, it will be helpful to remove an ob- 
stacle which may otherwise stand in the way of a sound under- 
standing of Descartes’ problem. This obstacle is the erroneous 
notion that whenever Descartes says that something is in- 
dubitable, that is tantamount to his saying that it is true. 
Despite the fact that his metaphysical labors are largely de- 
voted to exploring the relations between what is indubitable 
and what is true, it is not at all uncommon to find able writers 
on Descartes apparently overlooking the distinction between 
them. 

For example, in the course of discussing the account given 
of mathematical propositions in the First Meditation, Leon- 
ard Miller remarks: “Descartes is puzzled by the nature of 
these propositions whose truth appears to be self-evident, for 
he is inclined to say both that we cannot possibly be mis- 
taken about them provided that we apprehend them clearly 
and distinctly and that we can be deceived by the demon no 
matter how clearly and distinctly we perceive them.’® But 
what is the evidence that Descartes inclines to the view that 
even if there is a demon we cannot be mistaken about what 
we intuit? The only evidence cited by Miller is to the effect 


5 “It is enough for us to remember that we have perceived some- 
thing clearly, in order to be assured that it is true; but this would 
not suffice if we did not know that God exists and that He cannot 
Le a deceiver.’”’ Charles Adam and Paul Tannery, eds., Oeuvres de 
Descartes (Paris, 1957), vol. VII, 246 (Latin); vol. [X, 190 
(French); hereafter cited as “AT.” Elizabeth Haldane and CG. R. T. 
Ross, eds., The Philosophical Works of Descartes (New York, 
1955), vol. II, p. 115; hereafter cited as “HR.” I shall at times 
depart from the text of HR in crder to avoid inaccurate or clumsy 
translations. 

8 “Descartes, Mathematics, and God,” Philosophical Review, vol. 


66 (1957), 452. 
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that what is intuited is not dubitable.” As if in saying (as he 
wishes to do) that we cannot doubt what we are intuiting, 
Descartes is also saying (as he does not wish to do) that we 
cannot be in error about what we are intuiting but know it 
to be true whether or not we know that God exists. 

Another capable critic, Willis Doney, ascribes to Descartes 
the settled opinion that even without knowing God’s exist- 
ence a person can know that what he at present clearly and 
distinctly perceives is true. In elucidating this interpretation, 
Doney goes on to say: “Present clear and distinct perceptions 
were never subject to doubt. Anything so perceived did not 
depend on God as guarantor of its truth.”8 Notice how readily 
Doney moves from speaking of something clearly and dis- 
tinctly perceived as being not subject to doubt to speaking of 
it as being known to be true. Evidently he assumes that if 
something intuited is not subject to doubt, that is the same 
as its being known to be true. This explains why he is inclined 
to suppose that the second of the two statements just quoted 
from his essay is established when the first is shown to be true. 

3. In fact, however, Descartes’ metaphysical doubt is pre- 
cisely a doubt whether being false is compatible with being 
indubitable. His position is that as long as the demon remains 
a possibility, we must acknowledge that what we intuit may 
be false. But he also holds that we cannot doubt the truth 
of what we intuit while we are perceiving it clearly and dis- 
tinctly. “Our mind is of such a nature,” he affirms, “that it 
cannot refuse to assent to what it apprehends clearly.”® 


7 Cf. ibid., 451-452. I shall not consider whether more appropriate 
evidence is available for Miller’s statement. My only point is that to 
show that Descartes believes it is impossible, demon or no demon, to 
err about what is intuited, it is not appropriate merely to offer evi- 
dence that he thinks it impossible, demon or no demon, to doubt 
what is intuited. 

8 Op. cit., 325-326. As with the passage quoted from Miller, my 
point here is not that either of Doney’s statements is false, but that 
the relation between them is not what Doney seems to suppose. 

® Letter to Regius (24 May 1640), AT III, 64. Descartes enunci- 
ates this doctrine on a number of occasions. Thus, in the Third 
Meditation, he says: “I cannot doubt that which the natural light 
causes me to believe to be true.” AT VII, 38 (Latin); AT IX, 30 
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While the intuition lasts, the inclination to believe what 
is being intuited is irresistible, and no doubt is then possible. 
But doubt may well arise at other times, if God’s existence is 
unknown. “Before a man knows that God exists,” Descartes 
declares, “he has an opportunity of doubting everything (viz., 
everything of which he does not have a clear perception pres- 
ent in his mind, as I have a number of times set forth ) .”10 

Now at a time when we are intuiting nothing, we may re- 
call having once perceived something clearly and distinctly. 
Descartes maintains that if we know that God exists, we are 
entitled to accept the fact that something was once intuited 
as conclusively establishing its truth; hence, the recollection 
then suffices to establish the truth of what we remember 
intuiting. But if God’s existence is not known, he claims, we 
must acknowledge that what we remember intuiting may be 
false even though we once clearly and distinctly perceived it 
and were at that time incapable of doubting it. 

For without the knowledge of God, “I can persuade myself 
of having been so constituted by nature that I can easily de- 
ceive myself even in those matters which I believe myself to 
apprehend with the greatest evidence and certainty.”!! 
Thus, our finding something to be indubitable—our appre- 
hending it “with the greatest evidence and certainty”—cannot 
be regarded as itself a sufficient sign of truth. On the con- 
trary, as long as we are ignorant of God’s existence we must 


(French); HR I, 160. Again, in Principles of Philosophy, 1, 43, 
he says: ““We are by nature so disposed to give our assent to things 
that we clearly perceive, that we cannot possibly doubt of their truth.” 
It is essential that the questions raised by this doctrine be answered 
if Descartes’ theory of knowledge is to be understood. For instance, 
what are his grounds for saying that it is impossible to doubt what is 
being intuited? Is his claim a contingent one, leaving the indubita- 
bility in question “merely psychological” and “subjective”? Or is 
there more to the claim than the assertion that as a matter of 
fact it happens that no one~no matter what he does—can experience 
any doubt about what he is intuiting? My own opinion is that there 
is more to it, but this is not the place to go as deeply into the mat- 
ter as would be necessary to make it clear that this opinion is correct. 

10 AT VII, 546; HR UH, 333. 

11 AT VII, 7o (Latin); AT IX, 55 (French); HR I, 184. 
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fear that it may be due to the malice of a demon who delights 
in making us find error irresistible.12 

It is important to avoid the mistake of taking this to com- 
mit Descartes to the view that before God’s existence is 
known any proposition can be doubted. As is suggested by 
the reservation introduced within parentheses in the passage 
cited above in footnote 10, Descartes carefully leaves open 
the possibility that there are propositions so simple that they 
cannot be thought of at all without being intuited. Such a 
proposition could never be doubted by anyone, with or with- 
out a knowledge of God’s existence. For no one could doubt 
it without thinking of it, and anyone who thought of it would 
intuit it, and hence be unable to doubt it.18 


12Jn the passage just quoted, Descartes speaks of matters which 
he believes himself to apprehend with great evidence and certainty, 
and not simply of matters which he apprehends thusly; and in pas- 
sages quoted below, he speaks of things which seem to him most 
manifest, or matters which he regards himself as intuiting, and of 
things which he believes himself to be apprehending clearly. But this 
hardly jeopardizes the point that Descartes does not assume that 
whatever is indubitable is true. For if he did assume it, then when- 
ever he believed himself to have intuited something it would be 
reasonable for him to believe that what he believed himself to have 
intuited is true. However, he says repeatedly that even when he does 
“hink that something has been intuited he must nonetheless acknowl- 
edge that it may be false (assuming that he does not know of God’s 
existence). In any case, whatever doubts there may be about how to 
construe these passages are resolved by considering the latter part of 
ane bos cited in footnote 14, and the passages cited in footnotes 15 
and 16. 

13 Indeed, Descartes maintains explicitly that there are such prop- 
ositions, and he regards the cogito as one of them (AT VII,. 145- 
146; AT IX, 114; HR II, 42). Now Descartes repeatedly asserts (e.g., 
in the passages I cite in footnotes 11 and 14), without any qualifica- 
tion or limitation whatever, that as long as he is ignorant of God’s ex- 
istence he must fear that a proposition may be false even though he 
intuits it in the most perfect way. He does not exempt the cogito 
from his general concern that unless God exists even what is intuited 
may be false. To be sure, the cogito is his paradigm of certainty, 
from which he derives the rule that whatever is intuited is true. But 
until this rule is vindicated the relation between the indubitability of 
the cogito and its truth is problematic. The cogito is so simple that it 
cannot be thought of without being intuited and found irresistible. 
But the fact that it can never be doubted is not identical with its 
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4. To provide further clarification and support for my in- 
terpretation, let me discuss two important passages in which 
Descartes tries to explain the problem he claims is solved by 
his demonstration of God’s existence and veracity. 

Toward the beginning of the Third Meditation, in the 
course of making clear why it is essential for him to inquire 
into the existence and nature of God, Descartes explains the 
metaphysical doubt to which he is still subject. He says that 
this doubt is aroused by considering the possibility that “per- 
haps some God might have endowed me with a nature such 
that I may be deceived even in respect of the things which 
seem to me the most manifest of all. . . . It is easy for Him, 
if He so wishes, to cause me to err even in those matters which 
I regard myself as intuiting . . . in the most evident man- 
ner.”44 ‘This seems to be a clear enough statement that Des- 
cartes is concerned with the possibility that even what is 
intuited may be false. 

Some readers may nonetheless find it difficult to accept this 
understanding of Descartes’ problem because of what he says 
immediately following the statement which has been quoted: 


When I direct my attention to the things which I be- 
lieve myself to be apprehending quite clearly, I am so 
persuaded of their truth that I cannot but break out into 
protestations such as these: Let me be deceived by who- 
ever can do so, he will never be able to bring it about 
that. . . 2 and 3 could make more or less thau 5; or that 
any other such things which I clearly see, can be other 
than I apprehend them as being.15 


But there is surely no difficulty whatever in reconciling this 
statement with the view that Descartes is concerned with the 
possibility that even what is being intuited may be false. For 
Descartes clearly does not assert that no one could bring it 
about that he is deceived about the sum of 2 and 3 or about 
other things which he apprehends clearly. He only says that 


being true or with its being known to be true. Descartes can still 
wonder whether its indubitability, however inescapable, is sufficient 
to establish its truth. 
14 AT VII, 36 (Latin); AT IX, 28 (French); HR I, 158-159. 
15 [hid, 
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while apprehending them clearly, he is “so persuaded of their 
truth” that he cannot help protesting that he cannot be de- 
ceived about them. 

Now the fact that he is persuaded of their truth to this ex- 
tent is not the same as their being true; nor is his inability at 
the time to conceive that he could be mistaken the same as 
his being in fact free of error. In this passage, Descartes de- 
scribes the convictions he is irresistibly inclined to hold under 
certain circumstances, and he reports the assertions he feels 
urgently moved under these circumstances to make. But he 
does not say either that the convictions are reasonable or that 
the assertions are true. 

The second passage I wish to discuss is from Descartes’ 
“Reply” to the second set of “Objections” against the Medi- 
tations :16 


There are other things which our understanding also per- 
ceives very clearly, when we pay close attention to the 
reasons on which our knowledge of them depends; and 
while we are doing so we cannot doubt them. But since 
we can forget those reasons and yet remember the con- 
clusions which were drawn from them, the question 
arises if we can have a firm and immutable conviction 
concerning these conclusions during the time we recol- 
lect that they were deduced from principles which were 
most evident; for this recollection must be supposed in 
order that they may be called conclusions. My answer is 
that such conviction can be had by those who, in virtue 
of their knowledge of God, are aware that the faculty of 
understanding given by Him must tend toward truth; 
but others cannot have it. 


Here Descartes is supposing that someone once deduced a 
conclusion from premisses which he was at the time intuit- 
ing, but that he no longer remembers these premisses. Thus, 
the person does not now perceive clearly and distinctly that 
the conclusion follows from premisses which he is intuiting. 
He only remembers that the premisses were evident to him at 
one time—i.e., that he once perceived them clearly and dis- 


16 AT VII, 146 (Latin); AT IX, 114-115 (French); HR II, 42- 
43- 
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tinctly—and that he deduced the conclusion from them—i.e., 
once intuited that from them the conclusion follows. 

While he was intuiting the premisses, Descartes maintains, 
he was not able to doubt them; nor was he able to doubt that 
the conclusion follows from the premisses while he was in- 
tuiting its relation to them. But now he is free to doubt these 
things, and his problem is to decide whether doubt is justified 
or whether what he remembers suffices to establish the sound- 
ness of the argument being considered. The question is this: 
given that a proposition has been intuited to follow from 
premisses which were themselves intuited, is it possible that 
the proposition should be false? Is it possible, in other words, 
that a proposition should be perceived clearly and distinctly 
to follow from a set of premisses—i.e., be deduced from the 
set—without actually following from it? And is it possible that 
premisses should be evident—i.e., be perceived so clearly and 
distinctly as to be subject at the time to no doubt at all— 
without being true? 

5. The metaphysical doubt arises for Descartes when he 
remembers some intuition, but it is not a doubt about the 
reliability of memory. Indeed, it should now be apparent 
that there is no reason why metaphysical doubt may not arise 
even in situations in which there is no recollection of anything 
being intuited. For what is required as a context for meta- 
physical doubt is not necessarily a situation in which a person 
recollects having intuited something. A suitable context 1s 
provided by any set of circumstances in which a person can 
consider the validity of an intuition. 

Thus, suppose that at a certain time one man A perceives 
something clearly and distinctly, and that another man B 
knows right then and there that A is doing so. Suppose fur- 
ther that B is uncertain whether the occurrence of A’s clear 
and distinct perception is sufficient to establish the truth of 
what is being intuited by A. Then B is engaging in meta- 
physical doubt about what A is intuiting, and it is quite evi- 
dent that B need not be remembering anything at all while 
doing so. 

Descartes’ failure to make this altogether clear is rather 
easily explained. When he discusses these matters in the 
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Meditations, the development of his metaphysics is at a stage 
in which he does not know that anyone exists but himself. He 
does not, accordingly, consider any intuitions but his own. 
Since he cannot doubt the validity of his own intuitions 
while they are occurring, he can engage in metaphysical doubt 
about them only after they have occurred and while he recol- 
lects their occurrence. Thus, metaphysical doubt arises for 
Descartes only when he recollects having perceived something 
clearly and distinctly. But this is due to the order in which 
matters are taken up in the Meditations and not to the nature 
of the doubt itself. 


II 


6. Assuming that the preceding interpretation of Descartes 
is correct and that he is trying to validate reason (intuition) 
by coping with metaphysical doubts concerning the truth of 
what is intuited, can his procedure in the Meditations escape 
the common charge of circularity? 

One of the first to be struck by the apparent circularity of 
Descartes’ reasoning was Amauld, who made the point as 
follows: 


The only secure reason we have for believing that what 
we Clearly and distinctly perceive is true, is the fact that 
God exists. But we can be sure that God exists only be- 
cause we Clearly and evidently perceive it. Therefore, 
prior to being certain that God exists, we should be cer- 
tain that whatever we clearly and evidently perceive is 
true.1? 


Now if to be sure of something were to be unable to doubt it, 
then Arnauld would be mistaken in supposing that, according 
to Descartes, we can be sure of God’s existence only if we al- 
ready know that whatever is intuited is true. For if we intuit 
that God’s existence follows from premisses which are at the 
same time also intuited, then while these intuitions occur we 
shall be unable to doubt that God exists even if we do not 


17 AT VII, 214 (Latin); AT IX, 166 (French); HR II, 92. 
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know that whatever is clearly and distinctly perceived is true. 
We shall be sure of God’s existence during that time because 
we shall actually be intuiting that Cod exists and hence we 
shall be, as we are whenever we are intuiting something, ir- 
resistibly impelled to believe it. 

As a matter of fact, Descartes does believe that all the 
steps in the proof of God's existence can be intuited simul- 
taneously.18 It is not implausible (and I sha'l suppose) that 
he also thinks it possible to intuit simultaneously not only 
these steps but also the further steps involved in arguing that 
the truth of whatever is intuited is guaranteed by the ex- 
istence of God. Thus, without begging any questions or in any 
way committing the fallacy of circularity, Descartes allows the 
possibility of our being sure that whatever is intuitcd 1s true. 
Yor our belief in this principle may be rooted in present in- 
tuitions so that we are incapable of doubting it no matter 
what else we know or believe. 

7. Of course, this hardly settles whether or not Descartes 
argues in a circle. What it shows is merely that without rely- 
ing upon a circular argument it is possible, in terms of Des- 
cartes’ position, to be sure that whatever is intuited is true. 
To eliminate doubt and attain assurance of this one need 
only run through the argument that God exists and validates 
reason, keeping all relevant intuitions in mind at once. But 
being sure of the principle that what is intuited is true is not 
the same as knowing it to be true, and it would certainly 
seem that—like other objects of intuition—this principle can 
well be doubted when one is not intuiting it but is, say, only 
remembering that it has been intuited. 

The remarkable thing, however, is that Descartes denies 
this. Indeed, he maintains quite straightforwardly that after 
it has once been demonstrated that what is intuited is true, 
one need not run through all the intuitions comprising this 
demonstration each time it is necessary to invoke the divine 
guarantee of the truth of what is clearly and distinctly per- 
ceived. What he says is this: 


ee aN V, 148-149; Charles Adam, ed., Entretien avec Burman 
(Paris, 1937), Ppp. 9-13. 
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After I have recognised that there is a God... and 
have inferred that what I perceive clearly and distinctly 
cannot fail to be true, although I no longer pay attention 
to the reasons for which I judged this to be true, provided 
that I recollect having clearly and distinctly perceived it, 
no contrary reason can be brought forward which could 
ever cause me to doubt its truth; and thus I have a true 
and certain knowledge of it.1® 


When one wishes to invoke the principle that what is in- 
tuited is true, Descartes assures us, it is sufficient to remember 
having demonstrated it. It is not necessary to repeat the in- 
tuitions comprising its demonstration. 

But why not? Why should this principle be established 
by the recollection that it was once demonstrated when, in 
general, recalling that something has been intuited is not 
sufhcient to establish it? Does it not surely seem that Des- 
cartes is guilty here of the egregious blunder with which he 
has so often been charged? For does he not sanction accepting 
as evidence for the principle that intuitions are true the fact 
that this principle was once intuited? And would not anyone 
who accepted such evidence for the principle be begging the 
entire question—the question, precisely, of whether such evi- 
dence is acceptable? 

8. Before taking answers to these questions for granted, let 
us examine carefully the last quoted passage, in which Des- 
cartes explains how things stand, in his view, when the exist- 
ence of God has once been demonstrated and when it has 
once been seen clearly and distinctly that from this it follows 
that what is intuited is true. 

Notice what Descartes claims to be the case when he recol- 
lects having intuited that God guarantees the truth of what 
is clearly and distinctly perceived. He claims that then “no 
contrary reason can be brought forward which could ever 
cause me to doubt its truth.” He does not assert that when he 
recollects having intuited that the principle in question is 
true he cannot then experience doubts as to its truth. Nor 
does he deny what is in any case surely not deniable—that he 
can always state that he doubts it. But he indicates that any 


19 AT VII, 70 (Latin); AT IX, 55-56 (French); HR I, 184. 
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such statement, at least from the logical point of view, will 
be capricious. For he cannot, Descartes claims, have a reason 
for doubting it. 

Now the possibility that there is not a veracious God is, of 
course, accepted by Descartes as a reason for doubting that 
whatever is intuited is true. So his claim involves the view 
that when one remembers both that God’s existence was once 
intuited and that it was also intuited at one time that what is 
intuited is true, it is not then reasonable to entertain the 
possibility that a veracious God does not exist. But why is it 
unreasonable? We may doubt other things which we recall 
having intuited. Why can we not with equal reason doubt the 
existence of a veracious God when we remember intuiting it? 

Consider just what it is that is being recalled in the case 
at issue—namely, that exercising reason in the most rigorous 
way (i.e., accepting only what is clearly and distinctly per- 
ceived) results in the intuition that a veracious God exists. 
That this is what results when reason is used in the most 
impeccable manner means that the soundest use of reason 
leads to the exclusion of the possibility that there is an om- 
nipotent demon and, indeed, to the exclusion of the possibil- 
ity that man’s being derives from any source lacking in power 
or in perfection. Descartes has undertaken to show that in- 
tuition provides no basis for supposing that what is intuited 
may be false, and it is the establishment of this conclusion 
that is recalled. 

Far from leading to the discovery of reasons for mistrusting 
reason, Descartes attempts to show, the most conscientious 
use of reason leads to the discovery that such mistrust has no 
rational ground. Hence, when someone remembers having 
perceived clearly and distinctly that intuition is guaranteed 
by God, what he remembers is that there is no good reason 
for doubting the trustworthiness of intuition. In other words, 
he remembers something which makes it plain that the meta- 
physical doubt is utterly capricious.2° 


20 That Descartes regards this (rightly or wrongly) as sufficient to 
establish the truth of what is intuited is readily apparent in the latter 
part of the passage cited in footnote 18, and in such passages as this 
one from his “Reply” to the second set of “Objections”: ‘After 
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9. How Descartes’ reasoning is to be understood and eval- 
uated will become more apparent if the tocus of this discus- 
sion is broadened to include the general nature of the enter- 
prise he undertakes in the Meditations. As everyone knows, 
Descartes is largely concerned in the Meditations with the 
problem of scepticism. Now so far as scepticism with regard 
to reason is concerned, the classical gambit of the sceptic is 
to show that the use of reason leads ineluctably to the con- 
clusion that reason is unreliable. Indeed, this is the sceptic’s 
only available gambit, if he is to argue at all. All he can do 
is attempt to provide arguments which demonstrate the un- 
trustworthiness of reason. 

Naturally, his attempt will only succeed if his arguments 
are good ones—i.e., if he can give good reasons for regarding 
with suspicion the significance of good reasons. The sceptic 
must show that reason can be turned against itself, by show- 
ing that there are reasons of the very strongest sort for 
doubting the reliability of reason. We may say, then, that 
the sceptic’s arguments are designed to provide a reductio ad 
absurdum of the assumption that reason is reliable. 

In order to dispose of scepticism with regard to reason, 
therefore, Cescartes believes he need only show that the 
sceptic’s attempt to overthrow reason is a failure. And he 
regards this as having been accomplished as soon as he shows 
that the most rigorous use of reason does not lead to a mis- 
irust of reason but, rather, to conclusions which exclude all 
basis for such mistrust. What Descartes takes to be his task, 
in other words, is to show that the sceptic’s reductio argument 
cannot be generated. 

He attempts to do this by offering a proof that there is an 
omnipotent deity who is not a deceiver and whose existence, 


becoming aware that God exists, it is necessary to imagine that He 
might be a deceiver if we wish to cast doubt on what we perceive 
clearly and distinctly; and since we cannot even imagine that He is a 
deceiver, we must adnut these things as most true and most certain.” 
AT IX, 113; HR I, 41. The emphasis has been added by me to call 
attention to the “negative” character of Descartes’ procedure: he 
establishes truths by removing the grounds for doubting them rather 
than by proving them more directly to be true. 
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accordingly, entails that reason is reliable. The value of this 
proof depends on its success in showing where the right use of 
reason in fact leads: neither to the conclusion that there is an 
omnipotent demon devoted to deception, nor to any other 
conclusion involving the untrustworthiness of reason. The 
proof purportedly makes it clear that when reason is put 
properly to use it produces reasons of the very best sort (i.e., 
Clear and distinct ideas) for trusting reason. It produces no 
such reasons for mistrusting reason, and so the sceptic’s at- 
tempt to reduce reliance on reason to absurdity is seen to 
fail. 

Descartes’ argument is thus to be understood as an attempt 
to show that there are no good reasons for believing that 
reason is unreliable. [ts purpose is to reveal that the hypoth- 
esis which provides a basis for mistrusting reason is not one 
which reason supports, and that the mistrust of reason must 
accordingly be regarded as irrational. If reason is properly 
employed—that is, if we give assent only to what is intuited 
—we are not led to doubt that reason is reliable. On the 
contrary, we are led to assent to the propositions that God 
exists and that He guarantees the reliability of reason. 

As long as the existence of an omnipotent demon had to 
be acknowledged by reason to be a possibility, it had to be 
acknowledged that the use of reason might lead to the con- 
clusion that the demon does exist and that therefore reason 
is not reliable. Hence, what is essential in Descartes’ argu- 
ment is not so much the discovery of the existence of a benign 
deity, but the discovery that reason leads to the conclusion 
that such a deity exists.24 


21 Alan Gewirth makes a similar point in his excellent essay, “The 
Cartesian Circle,” Philosophical Review, vol. 50 (1941), 389-390: 
“The ground upon which the clear and distinct perception of God’s 
existence and veracity is regarded by Descartes as overthrowing the 
metaphysical doubt, then, is that the rationality of the former reveals 
the ‘reasons’ of the latter to be irrational.’’ Gewirth’s work on 
Descartes, to which I am very greatly indebted, deserves more atten- 
tion. In my opinion, his three essays on Descartes’ theory of knowl- 
edge are by far the best things of their kind in English. The other 
two essays are “Experience and the Non-Mathematical in the Carte- 
sian Method,” Journal of the History of Ideas, vol. 2 (1941), 185 ff; 
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10. Suppose someone recalls having perceived something 
clearly and distinctly and wonders if he is entitled to regard 
what he intuited as certainly true. If he does not know 
whether or not the sceptic can succeed in the attempt to 
provide a reductio ad absurdum of the trustworthiness of 
intuition, then he must properly be uncertain whether what- 
ever is intuited is true. For all he knows, it may be possible 
to find impeccable grounds for regarding reason as unreliable 
—for example, by showing clearly and distinctly that there is 
an omnipotent demon bent on spoiling the work of reason. 

But such doubts are legitimately dispelled, Descartes main- 
tains, if the person can recall that the existence of a veracious 
God has been demonstrated, for he then recalls that reason 
does not fall victim to the sceptic’s reductio but instead 
decisively escapes it. That the existence of a veracious God 
has been clearly and distinctly perceived answers the question 
concerning the possible success of the sceptic’s line of argu- 
ment. It means that the sceptic’s line of argument fails. This 
question being answered, there remain no_ reasonable 
grounds upon which to base metaphysical doubts. 

It is evident that Descartes’ argument does not suffer from 
the circularity with which it is commonly charged.?2 Meta- 


and “Clearness and Distinctness in Descartes,” Philosophy, vol. 18 
(1942), 17 [reprinted here pp. 250-277]. 

22 But Descartes’ reasoning may well be defective, and it may even 
be circular. Indeed, the following serious question must be raised 
about it. Given that reason leads to the conclusion that reason is 
teliable because a veracious God exists, may it not also lead to the 
conclusion that there is an omnipotent demon whose existence 
renders reason unreliable? Of course, these conclusions are incom- 
patible, and if the proper use of reason established both of them it 
would mean that reason is unreliable. But surely Descartes cannot 
take for granted that this is not the case. His procedure does, there- 
fore, seem to beg the question, though in a rather different way than 
has generally been thought. 

To put the same point differently: what Descartes attempts to do 
is to provide a proof of the consistency of reason; but this proof is 
decisive only if we suppose (thereby begging the question?) that rea- 
son is consistent, since otherwise it might still be possible to construct 
an equally cogent proof of the inconsistency of reason. Descartes 
seems to have been unaware that his procedure is open to this line of 
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physical doubt concerns the truth of what is intuited, and 
the removal of this doubt is effected without assuming that 
what is intuited is true. It is removed simply by the knowl- 
edge that a certain demonstration has been successfully ac- 
complished. This knowledge is, of course, the knowledge that 
certain things have been clearly and distinctly perceived. But 
it is not required that the truth of these things be supposed, 
and so the question is not begged. All that is relevant to the 
removal of metaphysical doubt is that the sceptic’s reductio 
be discovered not to materialize, and this discovery can be 
made and recalled without anything intuited being supposed 
to be true. 

11. If I am correct in what I have ascribed to Descartes, 
his reasoning in the Meditations is designed not so much to 
prove that what is intuited is true as to show that there are 
no reasonable grounds for doubting this. Now it may be ob- 
jected that in that case he leaves the main question still open, 
since it may be that what we intuit is sometimes false even 
if we can have no reasonable grounds for supposing so. What- 
ever may be the weight of this objection, it bears against 
Descartes’ doctrines and not against the authenticity of my 
interpretation of them. Indeed, some confirmation for my 
interpretation is to be seen in the fact that Descartes 
acknowledges that an objection of this sort may be raised 
against his position. 

Thus, he begins a summary statement of his position by 
making it clear that in his view “if . . . we can never have 
any reason to doubt that of the truth of which we have 
persuaded ourselves, there is nothing more to inquire about; 
we have all the certainty that can reasonably be desired.”23 

Immediately thereafter, he anticipates the objection that 
certainty based upon the unavailability of reasonable grounds 
for doubt is compatible with the falsity of that of which 


criticism, and I do not propose to enter here into the difficult in- 
vestigation that would be necessary in order to arrive at a just evalua- 
tion of its significance. 

23 Both this passage and the one quoted next are from Descartes’ 
“Reply” to the second set of “Objections,” AT VII, 145 (Latin); AT 
IX, 113-114 (French); HR II, 41. 
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there is certainty. It is particularly interesting to consider his 
manner of formulating this objection and of responding to 
it. Conceming something of which we have “all the certainty 
that can reasonably be desired,” he says: 


What is it to us if someone should feign that the very 
thing of whose truth we are so firmly persuaded appears 
false to the eyes of God or of the Angels and that hence, 
speaking absolutely, it is false? Why should we concern 
ourselves with this absolute falsity, since we by no means 
believe in it or even have the least suspicion of it? For 
we are supposing a belief or a conviction so strong that 
nothing can remove it, and this conviction is in every re- 
spect the same as perfect certitude. 


Evidently Descartes recognizes his position to entail that 
from the fact that we know something with perfect certitude, 
it does not follow that it is, “absolutely speaking,” true. He 
concedes, that is, that he has not proven that whatever is 
intuited is absolutely true. 

If what is perfectly certain may be absolutely false, Des- 
cartes suggests, the notions of absolute truth and absolute 
falsity are irrelevant to the purposes of inquiry. Presumably 
he would wish them to be replaced with other notions of 
truth and falsity. But what are these notions and how are 
they related to those which Descartes rejects? This line of 
tedection ieads rapidly to a large number of questions: con- 
cerning Descartes’ conceptions of certainty, of knowledge, and 
of the relation between knowledge and reality. To explore 
these matters is likely not only to enhance the understanding 
of his position, but to be of considerable philosophical in- 
terest as well.?4 


24 For helpful comments on an earlier version of this paper, I wish 
to express my appreciation to Carlos Blanco, Bruce Lercher, Maurice 
Mandelbaum, C. Wade Savage, Sydney Shoemaker, and Richard 
Sorabji. 
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Once Descartes has established his own existence as a con- 
scious being, he goes on to consider the existence of God and 
of the external world. He proves the existence of everything 
except himself by examining the properties of ideas which 
he finds within himself. Before considering his proofs, there- 
fore, it is worth examining what he meant by “idea.” 

The word “idea” is now at home in ordinary language; but 
it is a word, like “quality” and “intention,” which was once 
primarily a philosophical technicality. Its modern use derives, 
through Locke, from Descartes; and Descartes was consciously 
giving it a new sense. Before him, philosophers used it to 
refer to archetypes in the divine intellect: it was a new de- 
parture to use it systematically for the contents of a human 
mind. Descartes several times explained the sense he meant 
to give the word; but it is not easy to make all his explana- 
tions cohere. 

One of the clearest points he made about ideas is this: “I 
cannot express anything in words, provided that I understand 
what I say, without its thereby being certain that there is 
within me the idea of that which is signified by the words 
in question” (AT VII, 160; HR 2, 52). This may suggest 
that there is an idea corresponding to every significant word, 
and that it is a sufficient condition for a man’s having an 
idea of X that he should know how to use a word for X intel- 
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ligently. Other passages give a similar impression. When an 
objector complained that he could not understand what was 
meant in the Meditations by the ideas of God and the soul, 
Descartes wrote to Mersenne that if the objector conceived 
anything at all when he used the words “God” and “soul” 
then he knew what the ideas of these things were (AT III, 
393). 

It seems, however, that there is no simple one-to-one cor- 
respondence between words and ideas. We are told that, 
strictly speaking, no idea corresponds to the word “nothing” 
(AT V, 153, to Burman) and we learn that two ideas cor- 
respond to the word “sun” (AT VII, 39; HR 1, 161). All 
ideas, it seems, purport to be of things (nullae ideae nist 
tanquam rerum esse possunt) (AT VII, 44; HR 1, 164). 
Certainly there are ideas of things of many different kinds: 
we hear of the ideas of God, of angels, of animals, of men, 
of sun, of wax, of heat and cold, of colors, sounds, and shapes, 
of length and motion and time, of thought and of existence. 
But the idea of existence is displayed not only when I use 
the word “existence” but also when I say “I exist.” Some 
ideas seem to correspond not to particular words, but to 
whole sentences. Thus, Descartes speaks of ideas of “common 
notions”; and he gives as an example of a common notion 
“That which can effect what is greater or more difficult, can 
also accomplish what is less” (AT VII, 166; HR 2, 56). But 
when we speak of such ideas, Descartes told Burman, we 
are using “idea” in a broad sense (AT V, 153). When 
Mersenne asked whether ideas were expressed by simple 
terms, Descartes replied, “I do not understand the question 
you ask; for words are human inventions, and we can use 
one or more of them to express the same thing” (AT III, 
417). 

The circumstances which Descartes is prepared to describe 
as constituting the presence of an idea vary considerably from 
case to case. Thus, when he says that a man has an idea of 
God, he may mean no more than that the man has the ability 
to come to know God (e.g. AT IV, 187). When he speaks 
of having an idea of truth, he may mean understanding what 
truth is (e.g. AT VII, 438; HR 1, 160). When he speaks of 
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having an idea of a Syren, he may be referring to imaginative 
creation (ibid.). And when he speaks of having an idea of 
heat, he may be thinking of a case where someone is actually 
feeling the heat of a particular fire (ibid.). When Descartes 
announces the presence of an idea, therefore, he may be in- 
tending to signal anything from a remote capacity to a partic- 
ular actual experience. Sometimes, he speaks of ideas in 
general in terms which are appropriate to the description of 
capacities, as when he connects them with the ability to 
use words. At other times he speaks of them in terms ap- 
propriate to episodes, as when he says that ideas are “opera- 
tions of the intellect” (AT VII, 232; HR 2, 105). 

Even when the context makes clear that what is in question 
is an episode and not a capacity, Descartes seems inconsistent 
in the manner in which he speaks of ideas. Sometimes, as in 
the passage just cited, an idea is an operation or act of the 
mind; at other times it is not so much an act of the mind as 
the object or content of such an act. This ambiguity was 
signaled by Descartes himself in the Preface to the Medita- 
tions. “In this term idea there is an equivocation: it may 
either be taken materially, as an act of my understanding. . . 
or objectively, as what is represented by this act” (AT VII, 8; 
HR 1, 138; cf. L. J. Beck, The Metaphysics of Descartes, 
Pp. 152). 

But the distinction between act and object does not solve 
all the difficulties latent in Descartes’s terminology. There 
are many different relationships between acts and their ob- 
jects. Some acts are identical with their objects: when I score 
a goal, the goal is nothing more nor less than my scoring it. 
Some objects are produced by acts, as a poem is produced 
by my act when I write it. Some objects are modified by acts, 
as a chair is altered in color when I paint it. Other objects 
are objects of intentional acts, in which case the object 
modihes the agent instead of the agent modifying the object: 
when I notice a spider, that is a change in me, not in the 
spider. 

A man’s relation to his ideas is described by Descartes in 
verbs appropriate to acts of all these different kinds. Thus | 
“form” ideas (AT VII, 57; HR 1, 174) or “construct” them 
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(AT VII, 75; HR 1, 188); I also “grasp” them (AT VII, 57; 
HR 1, 175), “find” them in myself (AT VII, 63), “bring 
them out of” my consciousness, “as if out of a treasury” 
(AT VII, 64; HR 1, 180); they “present themselves” to me 
(AT VII, 54, 75; HR 1, 172) and I “notice” them (ibid., 
54, 75), “perceive” them (ibid., 56), and my mind “looks 
at them” (ibid., 73). It is difficult to decide, in any particular 
case, whether these locutions are just natural metaphors 
for such events as coming to understand a word, or calling to 
mind a familiar face; or whether, on the other hand, they 
embody a particular explanatory theory of such events. When 
two formulations clash, have we to deal with alternative meta- 
phors, or an inconsistent theory? 

The difficulties are illustrated, and in part elucidated, by 
two passages in letters. Both passages deal with the question 
whether every man has an idea of God. “I do not doubt that 
all have within themselves at least an implicit idea of God, 
that is to say, an aptitude to perceive it explicitly; but I am 
not surprised that they do not feel themselves to have it, or 
do not notice that they have it, and perhaps will not notice 
it even after the thousandth reading of my meditations” (To 
Hyperaspistes, AT III, 430). “The idea of God is so im- 
printed on the human mind that there is no one who does 
not have in himself the faculty of knowing him; but this 
does not prevent many people from being able to pass their 
whole lives without ever distinctly representing this idea to 
themselves” (AT IV, 187). In both passages an idea can be 
a capacity (an “aptitude” or “faculty”): such an idea is 
called, in the first passage, an “implicit idea.” But the idea 
of God is also something which can be “perceived” or “rep- 
resented to oneself.” That makes it sound like something 
which is the object, or the product, of a particular mental 
action. But it is not clear whether the mental action in ques- 
tion is coming to know what the word “God” really means, 
or thinking a thought about God. 

The ambiguities must be borne in mind in considering 
Descartes’s famous doctrine of innate ideas. In the Medita- 
tions, he says “Of my ideas, some seem to be innate, some 
acquired, and some devised by myself” (AT VII, 38; HR 1, 
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160). This suggests a classification of ideas into three kinds 
according to a difference of origin. But when he goes on to 
give examples, it seems that the ideas of the different classes 
are entities of different kinds quite apart from the differences 
in their origins. The innate ideas listed are capacities: namely, 
the concepts of thing, truth, and consciousness. The ac- 
quired ideas are particular sensations: hearing a noise, seeing 
the sun, feeling the fire. When Descartes says that the idea 
of truth is innate, he does not mean that one is born thinking 
of the truth; and on the other hand, in saying that the idea 
of heat comes from the fire, he does not mean that the con- 
cept of heat is acquired by sensation. 

The classification in the Third Meditation is in any case 
provisional and is elsewhere improved upon. To Mersenne, 
Descartes wrote in 1641: “Some ideas are adventitious, such 
as the idea we commonly have of the sun; others are facti- 
tious, in which class we can put the idea which the astrono- 
mers construct of the sun by their reasoning; and others are 
innate, such as the idea of God, Mind, Body, triangle, and 
in general all those which represent true, immutable, and 
eternal essences” (AT III, 303). Later in the same year he 
wrote that an infant in its mother’s womb “has in itself the 
ideas of God, itself, and all truths which are said to be self- 
evident; it has these ideas no less than adults have wnen 
they are not paying attention to them, and it does not ac- 
quire them afterwards when it grows up” (AT III, 424). 

From this it appears that though an unborn baby does 
not actually think of God, it understands very well what 
God is, and when it is later taught the word “God” it merely 
learns to give an expression to a concept which it has always 
possessed. This, however, seems to be contradicted by what 
Descartes wrote in 1647 in his Notes Against a Programme. 
“I have never written, nor been of opinion, that the mind 
needs innate ideas in the sense of something different from 
its faculty of thinking.” Ideas were innate, he explained, only 
in “the sense of the word that we say generosity is innate 
in certain families; or again that in others certain diseases, 
e.g. gout and the stone, are innate; not that infants of these 
families suffer from these diseases in their mother’s womb, 
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but because they are born with a certain disposition or liabil- 
ity to contract them” (AT VIII, 357; HR 1, 442). But if an 
unborn baby has the idea of God in the same way as an 
adult who just happens not to be thinking of God, then the 
baby has something more than a mere “faculty of thinking.” 
And what corresponds, in the case of ideas, to the “disposi- 
tion or liability” to contract gout? Is it the ability to learn 
what God is? If so, then an innate idea is nothing distinct 
from the thinking faculty; but it is not comparable to the 
concept of God held by a man who has already learnt what 
the word “God” means. Or is it the ability to exercise the 
knowledge of what God is? If so, then the unborn baby is in 
the same position as the instructed adult; but it cannot be 
said that his innate idea is nothing more than his faculty 
of thinking. 

In a well-known passage of the De Anima, Aristotle ob- 
served that “when a man possesses knowledge as an unexer- 
cised disposition, he is still in a state of potentiality, though 
not in the same way as before he learnt what he knows” 
(De Anima III, 4, 429 b6-10). For instance, a man may 
(a) not know French at all, (b) know French but not be 
using his knowledge or (c) be actually speaking French. 
In the first and second cases he is in “a state of potentiality” 
in two different ways. 

Descartes, with his contempt for the Aristotelian notion 
of potentiality, was unable to distinguish between the un- 
realized capacity to acquire knowledge and the nonexercise 
of knowledge already acquired. There is no room in his sys- 
tem for the concept of learning. 

Even adventitious ideas are in a sense innate, Descartes 
explained in the Notes Against a Programme. 


In our ideas there is nothing which was not innate in 
the mind, or faculty of thinking, except only those cir- 
cumstances which concern experience—the fact, for in- 
stance, that we judge this or that idea, which we now 
have present to our thought, is to be referred to certain 
extraneous things, not that these extraneous things trans- 
mitted the ideas themselves to our minds through the 
organs of sense, but because they transmitted something 


Descartes on Ideas 233 


which gave the mind occasion-to form these ideas, by 
means of an innate faculty, at this time rather than at 
another. For nothing reaches our mind from external ob- 
jects through the organs of sense beyond certain corpo- 
real movements . . . but even these movements, and the 
figures which arise from them, are not conceived by us 
in the shape they assume in the organs of sense... . 
Hence it follows that the ideas of the movements and 
figures are themselves innate in us. So much the more 
must the ideas of pain, color, sound and the like be in- 
nate, that our mind may, on occasion of certain corpo- 
real movements, present those ideas to itself, for they 
have no likeness to the corporeal movements. [AT 
VIUI, 358; HR 1, 443] 


And to Mersenne he wrote: “I hold that all those ideas which 
involve no affirmation or negation are innate: for the organs 
of our senses do not bring us anything which is like the idea 
which arises in us on the occasions they provide, and so that 
idea must have been in us beforehand” [AT III, 418]. 

These passages make clear in what sense it is true for Des- 
cartes that all ideas are innate. No matter what X may be, 
the idea of X is innate in the sense that the capacity to think 
of X, imagine X, feel X, experience X is inborn in us and is 
not given us by the stimulus which on a particular occasion 
makes us think of or experience X. But*if the idea of X is 
in my mind—if the innate capacity to think of or experience 
X is exercised—in such a way that I accompany the idea with 
a judgment (“afhrmation or negation”) that its occurrence 
is due to extra-mental reality, then this occurrence of the 
idea, this exercise of the capacity, is an adventitious idea. 
So the distinction between innate and adventitious ideas is 
not that there are some ideas (such as that of God) which 
are innate, and others (such as those of heat) which are 
adventitious, but that one and the same idea (e.g. that of 
heat) is qua capacity innate and qua episode accompanied 
with extra-mental judgment, adventitious. (The judgment 
about the extra-mental reality may be that the occurrence of 
the idea is due to something in the world like the idea; in 
which case the adventitious idea will be confused; or it may 
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be that the idea is caused by something of a different form 
in the world; in which case the adventitious idea will be 
distinct [AT VIII, 33; HR 1, 248].) 

Descartes’s argument for the innateness of all ideas is basea 
on the premise that no idea is like the sensory stimulus which 
brings it to mind. He seems to envisage only two possibili- 
ties: that ideas are innate or that they are likenesses copied 
from elements of the external world. “Some of my thoughts,” 
he said in the Third Meditation, “are as it were pictures of 
objects, and these alone are properly called ideas.” The 
comparison between ideas and pictures seems likely to mis- 
lead in the context of a discussion of innate ideas. Ideas qua 
capacities may plausibly be held to be innate; but capacities 
are not like pictures. Ideas gua episodes may plausibly be 
compared to pictures before the mind; but ideas qua episodes 
are not innate. How far was Descartes misled by the com- 
parison between ideas and pictures? 

On the same page on which he asserted that ideas were 
likenesses of things, Descartes condemned as a disastrous 
error the belief that ideas in the mind were similar to things 
outside (AT VII, 37; HR 1, 160). And in controversy with 
Hobbes and Gassendi he insisted that by an idea he did 
not mean an image. Hobbes, for instance, denied that we had 
any real idea cf an angel. “When I think of an angel, what 
comes into my mind is the image sometimes of a flame, 
sometimes of a fair winged child; and I feel certain that this 
has no likeness to an angel, and is thus not the idea of an 
angel.” Descartes replied: “Here he will have the term idea 
to mean only the images of material things, pictured in the 
corporeal fancy” (AT VII, 179-181; HR 2, 67). Hobbes went 
on: “We have no idea at all of the soul. We infer by reason- 
ing that there is something within the human body that gives 
it animal motion and by means of which it feels and moves; 
we call this, whatever it is, the soul, without having an idea of 
it.” Descartes retorted: “This comes to the same as saying 
that there is no image of the soul formed in our fancy, but 
that there is what I call an idea” (AT VII, 133; HR 2, 70). 
He wrote later in similar terms to Gassendi (AT VII, 366; 
HR 2, 217). 
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This, however, does not settle the matter. In denying that 
ideas are images, Descartes uses “image” very literally: he is 
denying not so much that ideas are mental images as that 
they are cerebral images. In the definition in the Second Ob- 
jections he wrote: “It is not only images pictured in the fancy 
that I call ideas; nay, to such images I here decidedly refuse 
the title of ideas, in so far as they are pictures in the corporeal 
fancy, 1.e., in some part of the brain. They are ideas only in 
so far as they inhere in the mind itself when it is directed 
towards that part of the brain” (AT VII, 161; HR 2, 52).3 

Descartes believed, then, that the exercise of the imagina- 
tion or fancy—I use this term to correspond to his technical 
term phantasia—consisted in looking at pictures in the brain. 
In consequence, when he denies that ideas are images, we 
cannot be quite sure that he is denying that ideas are mental 
images in the sense of pictures in the mind’s eye. For mental 
images are not material pictures in the brain. Mental images 
are indeed in one sense material. There can be mental pic- 
tures only of things of which there can be real pictures: 
primarily, of material objects and things perceptible by sight. 
There can, of course, be mental pictures of justice or eternity, 
just as there can be painted pictures of these things; but any 
mental picture of an abstract entity must represent it by 
representing first of all somethitig perceptible, like a pair of 
scales or a white circle. Again, mental images, like material 
pictures, last for periods of time and have spatial parts such 
as a top and a bottom and a left-hand and right-hand side. 
But mental images are immateria} in another sense. They are 
not made out of any stuff, however tenuous. Unlike material 
pictures, they do not exist unless before the mind, nor can 
they have properties which pass unperceived. Having mental 
images is no doubt connected with events in the brain— 
according to certain philosophers it is identical with such 
events—but nonetheless is not the perception of any cerebral 
entity. What Descartes said of his ideas is true also of mental 
images, that they are not “composed of any matter” (AT 
VII, 232; HR 2, 105). 


1In the Regulae cerebral images are called “ideas” (AT X, 443). 


H* 


236 Anthony Kenny 


It is customary nowadays to distinguish between mental 
images and concepts. To have a concept of X is to know what 
X is: knowledge which is expressed, for instance, in the abil- 
ity to distinguish between what is X and what is not X, or in 
the ability to use a word for X in some language. One and 
the same concept, in this sense, may be exercised when differ- 
ent images are in the mind; and the same image may be the 
vehicle for several concepts. When Descartes insists against 
his critics on the distinction between images and ideas it looks 
prima facie as if he is marking off mental images from con- 
cepts. In part, no doubt, he is: that is to say, some of the 
criteria by which he is drawing his distinction are the same 
as the criteria by which we make our distinction. But in 
fact, his ideas have some of the properties of material pic- 
tures, some of the properties of mental images, and some of 
the properties of concepts. Like material and mental pic- 
tures, they are representations which exhibit things. Like 
mental pictures, and unlike cerebral pictures, they are not 
made out of any matter. More, they can represent immaterial 
things (e.g. God) without doing so by representing something 
material (e.g. a bearded sage). Like material pictures, but 
unlike mental images, they exist even when not before the 
mind, and when before the mind they can contain details 
which the mind has not noticed. 

In all these respects Descartes’s ideas are unlike concepts. 
The acquisition and use of a concept cannot be described as 
if it were like the acquisition or inspection of a representation. 
The ability to recognize a man which is part of the possession 
of the concept of man cannot be explained by postulating 
the presence of a representation of a man against which any 
alleged man can be checked for correspondence. For the rep- 
resentation would itself have to be correctly recognized each 
time it presented itself to consciousness. If a further repre- 
sentation is needed to explain this ability, we are started on 
a vicious regress; if not, then no representation need have 
been postulated in the first place. 

If we are to evaluate Descartcs’s claim that the intelligent 
use of words presupposes the presence cf innate ideas, we 
must make several distinctions. That the intelligent use of 
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words presupposes the possession of concepts is correct; that 
it presupposes the presence of something like a picture is 
incorrect. The quasi-pictures which Descartes postulates are 
neither necessary nor sufficient to explain the intelligent use 
of words; moreover, they are intrinsically incoherent entities, 
combining as they do the properties of material and imma- 
terial images. That the concepts which are exercised in the 
intelligent use of words are not acquired on the occasions of 
their use is correct; that they are inborn is incorrect. In gen- 
eral, the concepts expressed in words are acquired when lan- 
guage is learnt: what is inborn is not the concepts themselves 
but the ability to acquire them, the faculty of linguistic in- 
telligence in which men surpass other animals. 

In any argument in which Descartes employs the term 
“idea” we have to ask ourselves whether he means a capacity 
or an episode, whether he means an act or its object, and 
whether he means a mental image, the exercise of a concept 
or the occurrence of an experience. Having done so, we have 
to check whether the premises of his arguments are true 
and whether his conclusion follows if the interpretation of 
“idea” is held constant throughout. Such a procedure often 
throws light not only on Descartes’s own theses about ideas 
but on the arguments brought against them by later critics 
such as the British Empiricists. 


II 


We must now turn to the relation between the notion of 
“idea” and some of the other technical terms of Descartes’s 
philosophy. What is the relation, for instance, between ideas 
and thoughts? Cogitatio shares some of the ambiguities of 
idea. To Hobbes, Descartes wrote: “Thought is taken some- 
times for an act, sometimes for a faculty, sometimes for the 
subject possessing the faculty” (AT VII, 174; HR 2, 62). 
When he discusses the relationships between ideas and 
thoughts, however, commonly he seems to be taking both 
words in their episodic senses as conscious events. 

Occasionally the words “idea” and “thought” are used as 


238 Anthony Kenny 


synonyms (e.g. AT VI, 559; HR 1, 102; to Clerselier, AT 5, 
354); elsewhere, ideas are described as “modi cogitandi,” 
modes of thought or ways of thinking (e.g. AT VII, 40, 44; 
HR 1, 161). In Descartes’s fullest definition of “idea,” an 
idea is said to be the form of a thought. “By the word ‘idea’ 
I mean the form of any thought, that form by the immediate 
awareness of which I am conscious of that said thought” 
(AT VII, 160; HR 2, 52). The word “form” is a piece of 
scholastic jargon, but no scholastic theory seems to be in- 
volved. By calling ideas “forms” Descartes seems to mean 
simply that they are nonmaterial representations of things 
(AT VII, 232; HR 2, 105). In the Third Meditation, when 
Descartes has said that only those of his thoughts which are 
like pictures really deserve the name of “idea,” he goes on to 
say: “Other thoughts have other forms in addition (aliae 
yero dlias quasdam praeterea formas habent): when, I will, 
am afraid, assert or deny, there is always something which I 
take as the topic of my thought; but my thought comprises 
more than the likeness of the thing in question; of these ex- 
periences, some are termed volitions or emotions, others are 
termed judgements” (AT VII, 37; HR 1, 159). This passage 
gives the impression that the pure thought of X, the desire 
for X, and the fear of X, all involve the idea of X; but the 
first consists of this idea alone, while the second and third 
consist of the same idea plus something extra. 

Now is this something extra itself an idea? The natural 
way of reading the passage suggests that it is not: what 
makes the difference between the thought of X and the fear 
of X is not itself an idea, though it is like an idea in being 
a “form.” However, this would make it difficult to understand 
the definition of “idea” quoted above from the Second Ob- 
jections. For there it is said that it is by the awareness of the 
idea that I am conscious of a thought; but awareness merely 
of the idea of X will not suffice to make me conscious that 
I fear X. 

This difhculty puzzled Hobbes, who wrote: 


When anybody wills or is afraid, he has an image of the 
thing he fears or the action he wills; what more is com- 
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prised in the thought of one who wills or is afraid is not 
explained. I*ear is a thought, but so far as I can see it can 
only be the thought of the thing a man fears. What is 
fear of an onrushing lion but the idea of an onrushing 
lion together with the effect that this idea produces in 
the heart, which leads the one who fears to make the 
animal motion called running away? Now the motion of 
running away is not a thought. [AT VII, 182; HR 2, 
68] 


Descartes replied brusquely: “It is obvious that seeing a lion 
and at the same time fearing it is different from just seeing”; 
but in an earlier reply to Hobbes he had given a more in- 
structive answer. “I take the term ‘idea’ to stand for what- 
ever the mind is directly aware of (a mente percipitur). For 
instance, when I wish or am afraid, I am at the same time 
aware of (percipio) wishing or being afraid; thus I count 
volition and fear among ideas” (AT VII, 181; HR 2, 68). 

This is still not decisive. Does he mean by the last sentence 
that there are, among ideas, ideas of volition and ideas of 
fear: so that when I fear a lion there are simultaneously pres- 
ent in my mind the idea of a lion and the idea of fear? Or 
does he mean that volition and fear are themselves ideas, so 
that the fear of a lion is just a special kind of idea of a lion— 
as it were, a picture of a lion in a particular color appropriate 
to fear? The former account seems to fit better the descrip- 
tion of fear in The Passions of the Soul (AT XI, 359; HR 1, 
350), though there the terminology of ideas is not used. But 
the laiter seems to square better with some remarks on voli- 
tion in a letter of 1641: “I claim that we have ideas not only 
of everything which is in our intellect, but also of everything 
which is in the will. For we cannot will anything without 
knowing that we will it, nor know it, except by an idea; but 
1 do not claim that this idea is different from the action it- 
self” (AT III, 295). 

Perhaps it is possible to reconcile these contrasting state- 
ments in the following way. Whenever I am conscious of X, 
or think of X, then I have an idea of X. If X is something 
other than my own mental activity—say, the heat of the fire, 
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or God—then this idea is something distinct from X which 
represents X. If X is one of my own mental activities—say, 
willing, or fearing—then I am directly aware of X; that is to 
say, the idea of X is not a representation of X, but is X 
itself. If I think of a lion, my thought simply is the occurrence 
of the idea of a lion in my mind; and I am aware of my 
thinking simply by perceiving that idea. (Thinking being a 
mental activity, I need no further representation—no idea of 
the idea of a lion—to perceive the thinking.) On the other 
hand, if I am afraid of a lion, there occurs in my mind not 
only the idea of the lion, but also the fear. There is, in one 
sense, no idea of the fear: that is to say, there is no repre- 
sentation of the fear, distinct from the fear itself, present in 
the mind. But as the fear is itself directly perceptible, on 
Descartes’s theory, and as an idea is that by which something 
is made conscious, the fear itself can be called an idea. Thus, 
that which differentiates being afraid of the lion from merely 
thinking of the lion, in one sense is, and in another sense is 
not, an idea. Here we meet again the ambiguity of “idea” as 
between act and object; it is the idea of a lion qua act of the 
mind, and not qua object of such an act, which can be said 
to be identical with my thinking of a lion. 

It is time to investigate further this notion of “object.” 

So far we have been considering ideas as properties or 
events in the mind which has them. It is also possible to look 
at them from a reverse point of view. When I see the sun, 
the sun is seen by me. If I begin to think of the sun, then 
at the same time the sun begins to have a new property, 
namely the property of being thought of by me. The sun, we 
might quite naturally say, comes into my mind. This, we may 
feel, is not a very important property of the sun, nor one 
very intimately connected with it; but still, it is a genuine 
property of the real sun: a relationship between it and my 
mind. Scholastics contemporary with Descartes spoke of this 
property as that of “being ‘objectively’ in the understanding” 
—“objectively” meaning “as an object of thought.” So that 
they would say that when I have an idea of the sun, the sun 
is “objectively” in my understanding. 
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Descartes adopted this mode of speaking.2 A marginal 
note to the Latin Discourse of Method reads: “The noun 
‘Idea’ is generally used for every thing which is thought of 
(res cogitata), in so far as it has only a certain objective exist- 
ence in the intellect” (AT VI, 559). But for Descartes, the 
res cogitata which exists in my mind when I think of the 
sun is not the sun itself, but some proxy for the sun. The 
scholastic Caterus, objecting to Descartes’s manner of investi- 
gating the causes of ideas, wrote: “What is an idea? It is the 
thing thought of itself in so far as that is objectively in the 
understanding. But what is ‘existing objectively in the under- 
standing’? As I was taught, it is simply being the object of an 
act of thought, which is merely an external attribute of the 
thing and adds no reality to it” (AT VII, 92; HR 2, 2). The 
sun’s being seen, or coming into my mind, is no real change 
in the sun. 

Descartes’s reply is very illuminating. 


He refers to the thing itself, which is as it were placed 
outside the understanding, and respecting which it is 
certainly an extrinsic attribute to be objectively in the 
understanding, and what I speak of is the idea, which 
at no time exists outside the mind, and in the case of 
which “objective existence” means precisely being in the 
understanding in the way in which objects are wont to be 
there. Thus, for example, if someone asks what happens 
to the sun when it exists objectively in my understand- 
ing, it is correct to reply that it acquires nothing but a 
merely extrinsic attribute, that of providing the object 
with which my thought is concerned. But if the question 
be, what the idea of the sun is, and the answer be given 
that it is the thing thought of (res cogitata) in so far as 
it exists objectively in the understanding, then no one 
will think that it is the sun itself with its merely external 
attribute. And in this case “objective existence in the un- 
derstanding” will not mean merely providing the object 
with which my thought is concerned, but existing in the 
understanding in the way in which its objects are wont to 
exist there. Hence the idea of the sun will be the sun it- 


2So far as concerned clear and distinct ideas: cf. AT VII, 233; 
HR 2, 106. 
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self existing in the understanding, not indeed formally, 
as it exists in the sky, but objectively, i.e. in the way in 
which objects are wont to exist in the mind. [AT VI, 
102; HR 2, 3] 


In this passage we can see clearly a certain reduplication 
taking place. “To think of the sun” can be rephrased, if you 
like, as “to have an idea of the sun.” But to think of the sun 
is not the same as to think of an idea of the sun; and so “to 
think of an idea of the sun” is not the same as “to have an 
idea of the sun.” If I think of the sun, then the sun is thought 
of by me; and “the sun is thought of by me” can be rephrased, 
if you like, as “the sun has objective existence in me.” Putting 
our two rephrasings together, we can say that whenever J 
have an idea of the sun, then the sun has objective existence 
in me; we can even say that my having an idea of the sun 
and the sun’s having objective existence in me are one and 
the same thing. But that is not the same as saying, as Des- 
cartes does, that when I have an idea of the sun, an idea of 
the sun has objective existence in me. For if we decode this, it 
means that when J think of the sun, I think of an idea of 
the sun. And this has not been proved, and is indeed false. 
An extra entity has been spirited into existence. And this 
comes out in the way Descartes actually contradicts himself, 
sayiug first of all that what exists in the mind in the way in 
which objects exist in the mind is not the sun, but the idea 
of the sun, and then going on to say that the idea of the sun 
is the sun itself existing in the mind in the way in which 
objects are wont to exist in the mind. 


Il 


Ideas, according to Descartes, may have various properties. 
Of these, two types are most important. First, an idea may 
be true or false, and secondly, it may be either clear and dis- 
tinct, or obscure and confused. 

Descartes quite often speaks of ideas as being true or false; 
but in the Third Meditation he says: 


Descartes on Ideas 243 


Ideas considered in themselves, and not referred to 
something else, cannot strictly speaking be false; whether 
I imagine a she-goat or a chimera, it is not less true that 
I imagine one than the other. Again, falsehood is not to 
be feared in the will or the emotions; I may desire what 
is evil, or what does not exist anywhere, but it is none 
the less true that I desire it. Only judgments remain: it 
is here that I must take precaution against falsehood. 
[AT VII, 37; HR 1, 159] 


This seems an odd piece of reasoning. Could one not as 
well argue that judgments in themselves could not be false, 
on the grounds that whether I judge the sun to be larger than 
the earth, or judge it to be smaller than the earth, it is none 
the less true that I judge? A false judgment is a real judg- 
ment; so you cannot prove that the imagination of a chimera 
is not a false imagination by showing that it is a real imagina- 
tion. However, it is true that the imagination of a chimera is 
not made a false imagination by the fact that there is no such 
thing as a chimera, and that the wish for a chimera is not 
made a false wish by the same fact: whereas the chimera’s 
nonexistence does make a judgment that here is a chimera 
false. Moreover, the idea of a chimera is no less the idea of a 
chimera than the idea of a goat is the idea of a goat. Again, 
the desire for Utopia is a desire for nothing less than Utopia 
itself, even though there is no such place as Utopia. Perhaps 
this is the point Descartes wished to make. But would he 
have said that a judgment about God, if there is no God, is 
not really a judgment about God? 

However this may be, with regard to truth and falsity, ideas 
can be defective in two ways. First an idea may not be a real 
idea (vera idea: idée veritable). We have no real idea of 
immobility, or darkness, or nothingness; we conceive these 
things by negation only (AT VII, 45; HR 1, 166). Secondly, 
an idea can be materially false: it can, he says “represent 
what is not a thing as if it were a thing.” Suppose, for in- 
stance, that cold is merely the absence of heat, and I take it 
for a reality in its own right. In that case I have a “materially 
false” idea of cold. Descartes explained to Burman: 
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There can be matter for error, even if I do not refer my 
ideas to anything outside me, since I can be mistaken 
about their nature. For instance, if I considered the idea 
of color and said that it was a thing, a quality—or rather 
that color itself, which is represented by that idea, is 
something of the kind; for instance, if I said that white- 
ness is a quality, even if I did not refer this idea to any- 
thing outside me, even if I said or supposed that there 
was not a single white object, none the less I might make 
a mistake in abstract, about whiteness itself and its na- 
ture or idea. [AT V, 152] 


(Color, for Descartes, was not a real quality: the sensation of 
color being caused by the action of subtle matter on the op- 
tic nerve). 

This notion of “materially false” ideas puzzled Arnauld. If 
cold is just an absence, he said, then there can be no positive 
idea of it, and hence no false idea of it. “What does that 
idea of cold, which you say is false materially, display to your 
mind? Absence? In that case, it is a true idea. A positive 
reality? Then it is not the idea of cold” (AT VII, 206; HR 2, 
87). Descartes insisted in reply that the idea of cold “fur- 
nishes me with material for error, if in fact cold is an absence 
and does not possess so much reality as heat, because in con- 
sidering either of the ideas of heat and cold just as I received 
them both from the senses, I am unable to perceive that more 
reality is represented to me by one than by the other.” 
The ideas of heat and cold “are referred to something other 
than that of which they are in truth the ideas.” Thus, if cold 
is the mere absence of heat, “the idea of cold is not cold itself 
existing objectively in the understanding, but some other 
thing which is wrongly taken for that absence, namely, some 
sensation which has no existence outside the mind” (AT 
VII, 232; HR 2, 106). 

Several things are confusing in Descartes’s account of false 
ideas. First of all, the same word vera is used to mark the 
distinction between genuine ideas and negations and the dis- 
tinction between true and false ideas. The two distinctions 
are not the same: the idea of cold is a genuine idea, but a 
materially false one. All genuine ideas are “as it were of 
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things” (tanquam rerum); true ideas really are ideas of things 
(rerum quarundam ideae), false ideas are ideas of nonthings 
(non rerum) (AT VII, 43; HR 1, 164). Perhaps Descartes 
means the order of words to be significant: vera idea will 
mean “genuine idea,” and idea vera will mean true idea. 
(Contrast AT VII, 45, 1. 24; with AT VII, 46, ll. 5 ff.) 

Secondly, what does Descartes think that the idea of cold 
is really an idea of? He says that it is “referred to something 
other than that of which it is in truth the idea.” “To refer 
an idea to something” means, in Descartes’s terminology, “to 
judge that some extra-mental existent is similar to the idea.” 
Such a judgment, in the case of cold, Descartes believed to be 
false: there is no extra-mental existent similar to the idea of 
cold. The correct judgment would be that the idea is a sensa- 
tion which has no existence outside the mind. In that case, 
it seems, the idea cannot be the idea of anything but itself. 

Throughout the exchange with Arnauld, Descartes appears 
to be confused about the criterion for the object of an idea. 
What is it that makes a particular idea the idea of cold? Is 
it the idea’s resembling cold? Or is it the idea’s being meant 
by its possessor to resemble cold? 

The question recalls Descartes’s comparison between ideas 
and pictures. It corresponds to the question: what makes a 
particular picture a picture of Napoleon? Is it the picture’s 
resembling Napoleon? Or is it the picture’s being meant by 
the painter to resemble Napoleon—e.g. having “Napoleon” as 
its caption? In this case the answer seems clear. A picture is 
a picture of Napoleon if it is meant to resemble Napoleon; 
and if it does not in fact resemble Napoleon, then it is a bad 
likeness. Clearly, Arnauld would be foolish to argue that there 
could not be a poor portrait of Napoleon on the ground that 
any portrait was either like Napoleon or if unlike Napoleon 
not a portrait of Napoleon at all. 

Descartes, it seems, cannot give a consistent answer to the 
question about the criterion for the object of an idea. The 
idea of cold does not resemble cold. None the less it really is 
the idea of cold. The criterion which settles this, then, cannot 
be its resembling cold, but must be its being believed by its 
possessor to resemble cold, i.e. its being “referred to cold.” 
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On the other hand, if an idea is the idea of whatcver it is 
“referred” to, then it cannot be the case that the idea of cold 
is referred to something other than that of which it is in 
truth the idea. Once again, the comparison between ideas and 
pictures has led Descartes into incoherence. 

The most important properties which Descartes attributes 
to ideas are those of clarity (versus obscurity) and distinct- 
ness (versus confusedness). To conclude this treatment of 
ideas in Descartes, I wish to consider the exact nature of 
these properties as applied to simple ideas such as sensations, 
without for the moment considering the epistemological use 
which Descartes makes of the principle that whatever is 
clearly and distinctly perceived is true. 

The fullest account of clarity and distinctness is given in 
the Principles. 


The knowledge upon which a certain and incontroverti- 
ble judgement can be formed, should not alone be clear 
but also distinct. I term that clear which is present and 
apparent to an attentive mind, in the same way as we as- 
sert that we see objects clearly when, being present to 
the regarding eye, they operate upon it with sufficient 
strength. But the distinct is that which is so precise and 
different from all other objects that it contains within 
itself nothing but what is clear. When, for instance, a 
severe pain is felt, the perception of this pain may be 
very clear, and yet for all that not distinct, because it is 
usually confused by the sufferers with the obscure judg- 
ment that they form upon its nature, assuming as they 
do that something exists in the part affected, similar to 
the sensation of pain of which they are alone clearly con- 
scious. [AT VIII, 21; HR 1, 237] 


We are told, however, that we may have a clear knowledge of 
our sensations if we take care to include in the judgments we 
form of them that only which we know to be precisely con- 
tained in our perception of them, and of which we are in- 
timately conscious. Thus, “there is no reason that we should 
be obliged to believe that the pain, for example, which we 
feel in our foot, is anything beyond our mind which exists 
in our foot.” We can avoid error if we judge that there is 
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something, of whose nature we are ignorant, which causes the 
sensation of pain in our minds (AT VIII, 32; HR 1, 247). 

Now there seem here to be three separate elements in 
Descartes’s account: namely, the pain, the perception of the 
pain, and the judgment about the pain. The perception of 
the pain seems to be something distinct from the pain, for 
there are properties such as clarity and distinctness which 
belong to the perception but not to the pain. The perception 
seems to be something distinct from the judgment; judgment 
is an act of the will which it is in our power to make or 
withhold, and we are enjoined to restrict our judgment to 
what we clearly and distinctly perceive. But it is not at all 
easy to work out what Descartes considers to be the relation- 
ships between these three. 

In so far as pain is a cogitatio, it would seem that pain 
cannot occur without being perceived. Can it, however, occur 
without being perceived clearly? Descartes seems to give two 
different answers to this. On the one hand, he says that “when 
a man feels great pain, he has a very clear perception of pain”; 
on the other hand, he says that to have a clear perception of 
Our sensations only if we carefully restrict our judgment about 
them, and “this is a condition most difficult to observe.” If 
we ask, however, whether a pain may be perceived clearly 
without being perceived distinctly, the answer is plain. “A 
perception may be clear without being distinct, though not 
distinct without being clear” (AT III, 22; HR 1, 237). Again, 
Descartes seems explicit enough on the relationship between 
perception and judgment. Judgment differs from perception 
in being an act of the will, in being concerned with extra- 
mental reality, and in being liable to error. The faculty of 
perceiving is infallible, that of assenting can err (AT VIII, 21; 
HR 1, 236). Judgment may occur without perception; that is 
precisely the cause of error: “. . . people form judgments 
about what they do not perceive and thus fall into error” 
(AT VIII, 21; HR 1, 236). What of the converse case: can 
Clear and distinct perception occur without judgment? Here 
there are some puzzles. On the one hand, we learn that “we 
are by nature so disposed to give our assent to things that we 
Clearly perceive, that we cannot possibly doubt of their truth” 
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(AT VIII, 21; HR 1, 236). Yet on the other hand, does not 
the whole procedure of methodic doubt suppose that one can 
withhold one’s judgment even about what seems most clear? 

When we examine Descartes’s doctrines closely, the reason 
for the inconsistencies seems to be this. The clear and distinct 
perception of pain is not in fact identifiable separately from 
the occurrence of pain and the judgment about the origin of 
the pain. 

First, to perceive a pain clearly simply is to have a severe 
pain. Descartes says: “I call clear that which is present and 
manifest to an attentive mind; just as we are said to see 
clearly objects when they are present and operate strongly, 
and when our eyes are in the right disposition to survey them” 
(AT VIII, 22). Here there seem to be two elements in clar- 
ity: that the object of perception be manifest, and that the 
perceiving faculty be attentive. In the case of sight, such a 
distinction is possible; in the case of pain it is illusory. Des- 
cartes nowhere suggests what would be the difference between 
the unclear perception of a manifest pain, and the clear per- 
ception of an obscure pain. Yet it must be possible to make 
out such a difference if the distinction between the occur- 
rence of a pain and the perception of a pain is to be a 
genuine one. 

Secondly, to perceive a pain distinctly is simply to make 
the correct judgment about one’s pain. It is to make the cor- 
rect, cautious, judgment that “what I feel is caused by I know 
not what,” rather than the incorrect judgment that “what I 
feel is something in my foot.” The difference between a dis- 
tinct and a confused perception is explained precisely in terms 
of the nature of the accompanying judgment. When the per- 
ception of pain is not distinct—that is because it is “confused 
by the sufferers with the obscure judgment that they form 
upon its nature” (AT ITI, 21). 

The perception of pain, then, is not a genuine intermediary 
between the occurrence of pain and the judgment on pain, 
Of the two properties of the perception, one, clarity, is really 
a property of the pain which occurs, and the other, distinct- 
ness, is really a property of the judgment made about it. 

This incoherence which we have noted in the Principles 
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is to be found also in the Third Meditation. Sometimes, 
there, clarity and distinctness are properties of our perception 
of ideas and thoughts (AT VII, 34, 35; HR 1, 158), a per- 
ception which is described as “looking with the eyes of the 
mind” (AT VII, 35, 36); sometimes they are properties of 
what is looked at, the idea itself (AT VI, 31, 43; HR 1, 
164). In particular the idea of God is itself clear and dis- 
tinct (AT VII, 15, 46; HR 1, 166); its elements are clearly 
and distinctly perceived (AT VII, 17, 46; HR 1, 166). This 
reduplication is the fruit of the ambiguity of “idea” which 
means sometimes an act and sometimes its object. That am- 
biguity, as we have said, was pointed out by Descartes him- 
self; but he did not realize that it had fatal consequences for 
his epistemology. 


CLEARNESS AND DISTINCTNESS 
IN DESCARTES 


ALAN GEW1RTH 


1. Descartes’s general rule that “whatever is clearly and 
distinctly perceived is true” has traditionally been criticized 
on two closely related grounds. As Leibniz, for example, puts 
it, clearness and distinctness are of no value as criteria of truth 
unless we have criteria of clearness and distinctness; but 
Descartes gives none. And consequently, the standards of 
judgment which the rule in fact evokes are purely subjective 
and psychological. There must hence be set up analytic, logi- 
cal “marks” by means of which it can infallibly and without 
arbitrariness be recognized whether any ideas or propositions 
are or are not clear and distinct.? 

In a general sense, these criticisms had been laid before 
Descartes himself. In the Fifth Objections Gassendi writes: 
“Why are there so many and so varied opinions among men? 
Each one thinks that he perceives clearly and distinctly the 
opinion which he defends. And lest you say that many are 
either being partisan or pretending, I want you to notice 
that there are those who even face death for the sake of the 


Philosophy, Vol. XVIII, No. 69, April 1943, pp. 1 Hae ie Reprinted 
with the permission of the author and the editor of Philosophy. This 
is the third in a series of articles on some basic problems in the phi- 
losophy of Descartes. The first two are “Expenence and the Non- 
Mathematical in the Cartesian Method,” Journal of the History of 
Ideas, Vol. II, No. 2, April 1941, pp. 183-210, and “The Cartesian 
Circle,” The Philosophical Review, Vol. L, No. 4, July 1941, pp. 
368-395. Sees oe 

1Cf, L. Couturat, La Logique de Leibniz (Paris, 1901), pp. 196, 
202-3, with texts there cited. For a more recent version of this criti- 
cism, cf. C. S. Peirce, Collected Papers, 5. 391. 
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opinions which they hold, even though they see others facing 
it for the sake of the opposite opinions.” Hence, Gassendi 
concludes, Descartes’s main concern should have been to “pro- 
pound a method which should direct us and teach us when 
we are deceived and when not deceived in thinking that we 
clearly and distinctly perceive something.”? In the face of 
this objection, Descartes’s reply is significant. The instance 
of men who face death on behalf of their opinions, he writes, 
“proves nothing . . . because it can never be proved that they 
clearly and distinctly perceive that which they pertinaciously 
afhim. And as for what you then add, that the concern must 
be not so much with the truth of the rule as with a method 
to discern whether or not we are deceived when we think that 
we clearly perceive something, I do not deny this; but I con- 
tend that this very thing has been accurately set forth by me 
in its place, where first I discarded all prejudices, and then 
enumerated all the principal ideas and distinguished those 
which were clear from the obscure or confused.”8 

Descartes is here referring, of course, to the procedure fol- 
lowed in the first three Meditations. But before examining 
the relevant details of that procedure, it should be noted what 
he considers to be the general character of the “proof” of 
clearness and distinctness such as he mentioned to Gassendi. 
Whereas Leibniz demands that the criterion be “palpable,” 
“mechanical,” and lacking in “even the least difficulty,” and 
declares that “there is no need for prolix discussions concern- 


2 Vae Obj., VII, 278-9. Cf. ibid., 318. References are to the vol- 
ume and page of CEuvres de Descartes, ed. Adam-Tannery. 

8 Vae Resp., VII, 361-2. (Italics here and in all other quotations 
are mine.) An anonymous exponent of Gassendi took up the debate 
at this point, “denying” that Descartes had set forth a method for 
distinguishing the really from the apparently clear and distinct 
(X*** to Descartes, July 1641; III, 4o2). Unfortunately, however, 
his examples of men firmly convinced of the clearness and distinct- 
ness of their perceptions, and nevertheless in contradiction to one 
another, were all taken from theological controversy, so that Descartes 
was able to say in rebuttal merely that “reply to them would be very 
easy for one who distinguishes the light of faith from the natural 
light, and sets the former before the latter” (to X***, Aug. 1641; 
III, 426). 
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ing our prejudices,”4 Descartes states already in the Dis- 
course that “there is some difficulty in noting well what are 
the things which we conceive distinctly,” and tells Gassendi 
that “I do not believe that those who are so little concerned 
with the uprooting of prejudices that they complain that I 
have not spoken of them ‘simply and in few words,’ will read- 
ily perceive the method whereby we can distinguish that 
which is really perceived clearly from that which is only 
thought to be clearly perceived.”® The setting forth of criteria 
of clearness and distinctness, then, will for Descartes neces- 
sarily involve a psychological discipline. Among his basic com- 
ments concerning formal logic and the “synthetic” method of 
demonstration, both of which he opposed to his own method, 
were that the former permits the mind to “go on a holiday 
from the evident and attentive consideration of the inference 
itself,”7 and the latter “wrests assent from the reader, no mat- 
ter how unwilling and pertinacious he may be.”® Both of 
these methods, in their formal character, thus realize Leib- 
niz’s ideal, but only, Descartes holds, at the expense of losing 
all heuristic value. His own mcthod, on the other hand, is 
dedicated not to exhibiting the formal interrelations of ideas 
and propositions but to research into subject-matters the 
truth concerning which is not yet known to the mind, so that 
the necessity which it achieves cannot be a merely formal 
one but must derive from the impact of the subject-matter 
itself upon the mind. Hence, even when the results of the 
method are set down in writing, but exhibiting the same 
procedures as were followed in the original investigation, the 
method “has nothing whereby it may impel an inattentive 
or unwilling reader to believe: for if the least bit of what it 
propounds be not attended to, the necessity of its conclu- 
sions is not apparent.”® When this consideration is put within 
the framework of a theory of representative perception, where 


4 Couturat, op. cit., p. 100, nn. 2 and 3; p. 203, n. 2. 
5 Disc. IV, v1, 33. J oe 
8Vae Resp., VII, 379. 

7 Reg. X, X, 405-6. 

8 IIae Resp., VII, 156. 

® Ibid., VII, 155-6. 
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only ideas can be directly perceived by the mind, the reason 
for the psychological orientation of Descartes’s method be- 
comes evident. 

Yet if Descartes’s criteria of clearness and distinctness will 
not be logical in the formal, “mechanical” sense demanded 
by Leibniz, neither will they be so radically psychological as 
to be divorced from all logical considerations. At least there 
is a difference, Descartes insists, between the evidentness of 
clear and distinct perception and the “precipitation,” “perti- 
nacity,” and “persuasion” of minds which cannot prove 
what they assert, or whose assertions vary according to arbi- 
trary whim.t° And the accomplishment of the difference 
comes through a certain prudence acquired by habituation: 
“only the prudent correctly distinguish between that which 
is clearly and distinctly perceived, and that which only seems 
Or appears so”;!1 for “there are few who are accustomed to 
clear and distinct perceptions.”!2 This difference is accentu- 
ated from the side of the subject-matter itself; for if Descartes 
insists upon the ease and infallibility of the deduction pre- 
scribed by his method,!8 he also warns that the deduction 
must first be “prepared for” and “discovered,” and the order 
of the deduction “excogitated,”14 so that the clearness and 
distinctness exhibited by the process will have had to meet 
the tests presented by these preliminary operations upon the 
specific problem in hand. 


2. But let us now examine the basis and development of 
these considerations, following the Cartesian order from the 
simple to the complex. The direct object of the mind’s act of 
perception is for Descartes always an idea.15 Ideas, however, 


10 Cf, Dise. IT, VI, 18. ae, Hae Resp., VU, 146, 192. Reg. II, 
X, 363. To Regius, 24 May, 1640; III, 65. To X***, Aug. 1641; III, 
430-1. Princ. I, 50, 68. Notae in Prog., VIII (2), 352. 

11 VIlae Resp., VII, 461-2. 

12 Tbid., 511. 

13 Reg. II, III, IV, XII, X, 365, 369, 372, 429. 

14 Ibid., IV, XII, XIV, X, 372, 428, 439-40, 451. 

15“, . . ostendo me nomen ideae sumere pro omni eo quod im- 
mediate a mente percipitur.” IIIae Resp. VII, 181. 
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have a double status: on the one hand, they are themselves 
existents, “formal essences,” modes of thought; on the other 
hand, they are significances, “objective essences,” representa- 
tive of things other than themselves.16 In order that ideas be 
susceptible of truth, they must be viewed not in the first way, 
or “materially,” but in the second way, or “formally.”17 The 
total cognitive situation for Descartes thus contains three fac- 
tors: perceptive act, idea (the direct object or content per- 
ceived), and thing purportedly represented by the idea. From 
this characterization, it is at once apparent that the clear- 
ness and distinctness of an idea cannot directly consist in the 
relation of “correspondence” or “conformity” between the 
idea and the thing. For since “we can have no knowledge of 
things otherwise than through the ideas which we conceive 
of them,”18 it follows that if clearness and distinctness were 
qualities consisting in some direct relation between the idea 
and the thing it purports to represent, the mind, not knowing 
the thing without the idea, could never know whether it had 
attained these qualities, so that the first precept of Descartes’s 
method, to accept as true only what is clearly and distinctly 
perceived, could lead only to obscurity and indecision. Clear- 
ness and distinctness, then, cannot in their essential nature 
be the same as truth; it remains that they are qualities inter- 
nal to ideas and perceptive acts. 

And yet the significatory character of ideas plays an im- 
portant part in their being clear and distinct. It is precisely 
from the relation between these two aspects of ideas, the 
internal and the representative, that the difficulties which 
have traditionally been found in Descartes’s doctrine arise. 
To understand the nature of those difficulties, we must first 
consider Descartes’s general description of clearness and dis- 
tinctness: 


A clear perception I call that which is present and 
open to the attending mind; just as we say that those 


16 Med. III, Vil, 40 ff. Cf. ibid., 37: “Quaedam ex his (cogita- 
tionibus) tanquam rerum imagines sunt, quibus solis proprie convenit 
ideae nomen.” 

17 [Vae Resp., VII 232. 

18 To Gibieuf, 19 Jan. 1642; Il, 476. 
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things are clearly seen by us which, being present to the 
regarding eye, move it sufficiently strongly and openly. 
But that perception is distinct which is not only clear but 
is sO precise and separated from all others that it plainly 
contains in itself nothing other than what is clear.1® 


It will be noted that the word which Descartes here uses is 
“perception,” not “idea.” But that he means by it the per- 
ceived rather than the perceiver, the object rather than the 
act, is apparent from the analogy which he draws with sight: 
“perception” is given the same relative status as “things seen 
by us.” Since, however, idea and perceptive act are correlative, 
the requirements indicated for either will to a certain extent 
belong to the other as well. 

In order to be clear, then, an idea must be (1) “present” 
to the mind, (2) “open” to the mind, and (3) the mind in 
turn must be “attending” to the idea. Some of the problems 
of Descartes’s doctrine are already apparent in this formula- 
tion. It might seem that the first and third requirements are 
teally the same, that an idea cannot be “present” to the mind 
at all unless the mind is “attending” to it, for “there can be 
no thought in us of which we are not conscious at that same 
moment at which it is in us.”2° Moreover, it might be held 
that there cannot even be an idea unless these two require- 
ments are fulfilled, since an idea is “all that which is imme- 
diately perceived by the mind.” In these respects, difficulty 
might be found with Descartes’s analogy of vision. For an 
object can be locally “present” to the eye without the eye’s 
“regarding” the object; moreover, the objects of vision can 
presumably exist even while they are not being seen; but an 
idea is constituted both as to its very existence by the mind’s 
act of perception, and as to its significance or representative 
character by precisely that about which the mind is thinking. 
The case is the same with Descartes’s other requirement, 
that the idea be “open” to the mind. The analogous phrase 
on the side of vision is that things “move the eye sufficiently 
strongly and openly.” The “sufficiency” to which Descartes is 
here referring obviously is the ability of the mind to recognize 


19 Prine. I, 45. 
20[Vae Resp., VII, 246. 
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the object which is seen. But here again, does not the mind 
recognize any idea, since an idea is precisely that, and all 
that, of which the mind is at any moment thinking? At least, 
such would seem to be the tenor of definitions like these: “I 
call generally, by the name ‘idea,’ all that which is in our 
mind when we conceive a thing, in whatever manner we 
conceive it’;21 and “by the name ‘idea’ I understand that 
form of any thought, through the immediate perception of 
which I am conscious of that same thought.”22 In the 
Nouveaux Essais, Leibniz protests against just this definition 
of an idea when, to Philalethes’ question, “Is it not true 
that the idea is the object of thought?” he has Theophilus 
reply, “I grant it, provided you add that it is an immediate 
internal object, and that this object is an expression of the 
nature or qualities of things. If the idea were the form of 
thought, it would arise or cease with the actual thoughts 
which correspond to it; but since it is their object, it can be 
anterior or posterior to the thoughts.”28 

Now for Descartes it is also correct to say that ideas, at 
least those which are clear and distinct, represent the essences 
of things. But apart from the difference in the interpretation 
of this statement owing to fundamental metaphysical dissimi- 
larities from Leibniz, the statement itself cannot be used by 
Descartes in a methodological context; i.e. he cannot consult 
the essences of things in order to specify the clearness of an 
idea, because things themselves cannot be directly per- 
ceived. It is only after the nature of clearness and distinctness 
has been determined, and the veracity of God demonstrated, 
that Descartes is able to assert that clear and distinct ideas 
are true. And this difference in the initial interpretation of 
the status of ideas also prevents a solution of our general 
problem along the lines given by Leibniz. The problem to 
which the above considerations have pointed is, of course, 
how can any idea whatsoever fail to be clear and distinct, 
i.e. how can clearness and distinctness in any way constitute 


21 To Mersenne, july 1641; III, 392-3. 
22 IIae Resp., Def. IH, VII, 160. 
23 Nouy. Ess., II, i, 1. 
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a normative requirement for ideas when, on Descartes’s 
formulation, every idea seems ipso facto clear and distinct? 
For if what has been said about ideas makes all ideas clear, 
then it also makes them distinct, since the mind perceives 
only that which it is in fact perceiving, and nothing “other” 
than that. In the later discussion of the same problem by 
Locke and Leibniz,24 the solution of the former, based upon 
the relation of ideas to their names, was amended by the 
latter to rest upon the relation of the idea to the thing it 
purports to represent: an idea is not clear if it does not per- 
mit recognition of its object. But in the Cartesian context 
whereby things in any case can be perceived only through 
ideas, this solution cannot be accepted, at least without seri- 
ous qualification. 


3. The difficulties which we have been canvassing arise out 
of the need to find in Descartes’s doctrine distinctions, anal- 
ogous to Locke’s between idea and name, and Leibniz’s be- 
tween idea and thing, which will explain how clearness and 
distinctness can be normative qualities and yet capable of 
ascertainment in a methodological context, within the sphere 
of ideas and perceptive acts. The, Cartesian distinctions are 
forthcoming when it is seen that the idea and the perceptive 
act are less simple than our above interpretations have indi- 
cated. Let us examine some instances where Descartes calls 
ideas obscure and confused; for the considerations on which 
he bases this characterization should help to reveal the na- 
ture of the opposite qualities as well. Sense perceptions are 
the best-known class of Descartes’s obscure and confused 
ideas. Yet this is not the only characterization which he ap- 
plies to them. They are called clear and distinct in two dif- 
ferent contexts: (1) “when they are viewed only as sensations 
or thoughts,” and (2) when they are used as “signifying 
to the mind what is helpful or harmful to the composite of 


24 Essay concerning Human Understanding, II, xxix, 5-6. Nouv. 
E'ss., ad loc. For Kant’s echo of the same difficulty, cf. Krit. d. r. V., 
Paralog., B 414-15 Anm. 

*5 Princ. I, 68. Cf. Med. III, VI, 35. Reg. XII, X, 423. 
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which it is a part.”26 They are called obscure and confused, 
however, when viewed as representing the essence of material 
things outside the mind.?7 

From this example we may infer that the clearness and 
distinctness, or obscurity and confusion, of an idea are 
neither intrinsic to the idea nor explicable in terms of a 
simple relation between idea and perceptive act; for the same 
ideas of sensation may be both clear and obscure, distinct 
and confused. It seems hardly possible to say that the ideas 
involved in these different instances are in no way the same; 
at least Descartes applies to all of them the common name 
“sense perceptions.” There must, then, be some additional 
factor whose combination with the two already indicated 
gives to the idea or perceptive act one or another of these 
qualifications. This third factor is revealed in Descartes’s 
significant expression that the sensations are “viewed as” 
(spectantur ut). For the situation in which there enter clear- 
ness and distinctness involves not merely the passive appre- 
hension of a directly perceived content, but also some 
interpretation with regard to that content. In each of the 
three instances given above of the perception of ideas of 
sensation, the same content was directly perceived; but in 
the first case the ideas (e.g. colours) were “viewed” or inter- 
preted simply as sensations, in the second case as having some 
biologically symbolic function, and in the third as being 
“similar” or cognitively adequate to external material things. 
It would hence seem that it is in the relation of direct and 
interpretive contents or perceptions that the clearness and 
distinctness, or obscurity and confusion, of an idea are to 
be found. 

The same conclusion emerges from consideration of other 
ideas which do not involve the sharp distinction between 
essential and non-essential representation found in Des- 
cartes’s account of sense perception. Thus the ideas of the 
modes thought and extension, Descartes writes, “can be 
clearly and distinctly understood if they be viewed not as 


26 Med. VI, VII, 83. 
27 Princ. I, 66-70. Med. VI, VII, 83. 
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substances, or things separated from other things, but only 
as modes of things. . . . But if, on the other hand, we were 
to consider them without the substances in which they are, by 
that very fact we would view them as subsisting things, and 
so we would confuse the ideas of a mode and of a sub- 
stance.”28 Here again the same content is directly perceived, 
and it is from the relation of that content to the way in 
which it is “viewed” or interpreted that clearness and dis- 
tinctness, or confusion, result. 

Descartes’s doctrine admits, however, of greater generality 
than is envisaged in these two examples. For in each of these 
examples, the direct content (sense qualities, or “the modes 
thought and extension”) is held constant, while the inter- 
pretive content varies. But Descartes also discusses clearness 
and distinctness in situations where the direct content varies 
while the interpretive content remains fixed. For example, 
not every idea which is interpreted to be representative of 
God is clear and distinct. The idea will have these qualities 
only if “we do not put anything fictitious into it, but note 
those things alone which are really contained in it, and which 
we cvidently perceive to pertain to the nature of the most 
perfect being.”2® Among these “real” attributes Descartes lists 
“eternal, omniscient, omnipotent, source of all goodness and 
truth, creator of all things, and in sum having in himself all 
those things in which we can clearly note some perfection 
which is infinite, or terminated by no imperfection.”3° On 
the other hand, the idolaters’ “idea of God,” which in its 
direct content representatively includes, together with perfec- 
tion, such attributes as vindictiveness and corporeality, is ob- 
scure and confused.?! 

We can now see the sense in which Descartes’s description 
of clear and distinct perception in the Principles is a norma- 
tive characterization, and not one belonging to any idea what- 
soever. For in every perceptual situation there is some con- 
tent “which is present and open to the attending mind” (e.g. 


28 Prine. I, 64. 

29 Tbid., 54. 

30 Princ. I, 22. 

31 Tlae, [Vae Resp., VII, 138-9, 233-4. 
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sense qualities, or “vindictive corporeal being”) but this con- 
tent “need not be an integral and complete perception of the 
thing,”3? i.e. what is directly perceived may be other, or less, 
than what the mind interprets (or wishes to interpret) 3% it- 
self to be perceiving (e.g. “matter,” or “God”). Thus the 
direct content which, in Descartes’s statement, is required 
to be “present and open to the attending mind” is not any 
content whatsoever (since every perceptual situation fulfills 
this condition), but rather that content which shall be 
“ntegral and complete” in relation to the mind’s interpreta- 
tion of it. When the interpretive content is taken as basic, 
then, an idea is clear if its direct content (e.g. “incorporeal,” 
“good” ) includes all that which is included in the interpreta- 
tion (“God”), and distinct if the direct content includes 
nothing other than this. And similarly, when the direct con- 
tent is taken as the point of reference, an idea is clear if its 
interpretive content (e.g. “having biological utility”) includes 
all that which is included in its direct content (sense qualli- 
ties), and distinct if the interpretation includes nothing 
else.34 In most general terms, then, the clearness and dis- 
tinctness of an idea may be said to consist in the 
“equality’®> of its direct and interpretive contents. 


82 Princ. I, 34. 

33 Thus Descartes writes that “the ideas which I have of heat and 
cold are so little clear and distinct that I cannot learn from them 
whether cold is only a privation of heat, or heat a privation of cold, 
or each is a real quality, or neither” (Med. III, VII, 44). It is hence 
in relation to such contemplated interpretation of their direct con- 
tent, in which one wishes to “learn from them” the nature of the 
qualities they represent, that these ideas are lacking in clearness and 
distinctness. On the other hand, an interpretation of them in terms 
of biological utility finds the same ideas, i.e. the same direct contents, 
clear and distinct. 

34 From this it can readily be seen that when the direct content is 
the basis of evaluation (as in Descartes’s example of the clear but 
confused perception of pain in Princ. I, 46), ideas are usually clear, 
but their distinctness may come into question; on the other hand, 
when the interpretive content is made the basis, ideas may often be 
lacking in clearness, but if they are clear, they will usually be distinct 
as well. 


85 Cf, Reg. XIV, X, 439-40. 
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This equality is, of course, a logical rather than a narrowly 
quantitative relation. In the context of science, where the 
concer is with the essences of things, the connection be- 
tween the two contents must be necessary. The minimum 
requirement for an idea to be clear, then, is that whichever 
content be taken as basic, the other include what in the Re- 
plies is called the “formal nature” (ratio formalis)3® of its 
object, and what in the Principles is called the object’s “lead- 
ing property, which constitutes its nature and essence.”37 
Thus the equality between the square of the base and the 
square of the other two sides of a triangle “is not clearly 
understood unless in a right triangle’;38 i.e. the idea which 
is interpreted to be representative of that equality is not 
clear unless what is essential to such a proportion, its in- 
herence in a right triangle, be included in the idea’s direct 
content. Similarly, the minimum requirement for an idea to 
be distinct is that nothing contradictory to the essence of its 
object be included in it; it is in this sense that Descartes 
defines a distinct idea as one which “contains nothing other 
than what is clear.” Thus a right triangle “cannot be distinctly 
understood if the proportion of equality between the squares 
of its sides and of its base be denied,”3® for then the con- 
tradictory of that proportion, an essential property of the 
triangle, would be contained in the idea of the triangle. 
Similarly, “an atom can never be conceived distinctly, since 
the very signification of the word implies contradiction, viz. 
to be body and to be indivisible”’;4° and “as for a true part 
of matter, the determinate quantity of space which it oc- 
cupies is necessarily included in the distinct thought which 
one can have of it”’;41 ie. if the idea in which a direct con- 
tent is interpreted to represent a part of matter is to be clear 


86 Jae, Hae, IIIae, Vae Resp., VII, 113, 147, 175, 368. 

387 Princ. I, 53. 

38 [Vae Resp., VII, 225. 

89 [bid. 

40 To Mersenne, 30 Sept. 1640; III, 191. Cf. Hae Resp., VII, 152. 
Conversation, V, 160. 

41 [bid., loc. cit. 
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and distinct, that direct content must representatively in- 
clude the occupancy of a determinate quantity of space. 


4. But has not our discussion been confusing idea with 
judgment? It is perhaps a sign of the correctness of the above 
formulation that this same objection was made to Descartes 
himself by Arnauld.42 For although Descartes insists that 
neither ideas nor perceptive acts, but only judgments, may 
incur error,#? he holds that there is a “material falsity in 
ideas, when they represent as real what is not real.”*4 It will 
be noted that just as perceptive acts “view as,” so ideas 
“represent as”: in each case the orientation is interpretive 
rather than consisting in simple apprehension. Now if ideas 
be viewed normatively, from the standpoint solely of what 
they “really” represent, it is nonsense to speak of ideas not 
“representing” their objects “as” those objects are. Thus Des- 
cartes tells Gassendi that “the idea represents the essence of 
the thing, and if something be added to or subtracted from 
it, it forthwith becomes the idea of a different thing.’”45 
And from precisely the same standpoint Arnauld objects to 
Descartes: “that idea of cold, which you call materially false, 
what does it exhibit to your mind? A privation? Then it is a 
true idea. A positive being? Then it is not the idea of cold.”4¢ 
Descartes’s reply stresses that the issue involves not merely a 
normative conception of ideas, but a mixture of direct con- 
tent with interpretation: “I cannot decide whether what it 
exhibits to me is something positive outside my sense, or 
not.”47 

Such interpretation does not, of course, make the idea or 
perceptive act judgmental; for Judgment involves an act of 
will in addition to perception. Hence, any object of the un- 
derstanding, no matter how complex, is an idea so long as 
there enters no volitional act. Now a proposition or inference 


42 [Vae Obj., VII, 206. 

48 Med. III, [V, VII, 37, 56-8. 
44 Ibid., HT, VII, 43. 

45 Vae Resp., VII, 371. 

46 [Vae Obj., VII, 207. 

47 [Vae Resp., VII, 234. 
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is not of itself volitional; it may, and in this context it indeed 
must, be an object of perception in the same sense as the 
simplest idea. For if it is simply by the act of willing an idea 
or perception that the judgment comes into being, must not 
the idea or perception have previously been a proposition or 
group of propositions? If the idea were logically equivalent 
only to a term, the addition thereto of the act of will could 
in no way result in a judgment. What one affirms or denies is 
not a term but a proposition which, having previously been 
simply a perceptual interpretation of a significant content, 
is transformed into a judgment by the volitional act of af- 
firmation or denial. 

That the interpretive perception is not a judgment is, 
indeed, indicated explicitly by Descartes in one of his let- 
ters:48 “What men judge frequently disagrees with what they 
understand. . . . Thus, when they judge that space, which 
they call empty, is nothing, they none the less understand it 
as a positive thing. Thus, too, when they think that accidents 
are real, they represent them to themselves as substances, 
although they do not judge them to be substances.” To “rep- 
resent as” or to “understand as” is hence different from 
judging; and the idea which results from such an interpretive 
operation takes the logical form of a proposition or in- 
ference.?® 

The non-formal orientation of Descartes’s method bears 
out these considerations. For even the “simple natures” are 
described as “propositions,”5° and of course intuition, which 
is the elementary act of perception, is stated to have as its 


48To X***, Aug. 1641; III, 430. 

49 For a statement of indifference as to whether ideas are ex- 
pressed as terms or as propositions, cf. to Mersenne, July 1641; III, 
395: “Car, qu’elles (les idées) s’expriment par des noms ou par des 
propositions, ce n’est pas cela qui fait qu’elles appartiennent 4 |’esprit 
ou a l’imagination; les unes et les autres se peuvent s’exprimer de ces 
deux mantéres. . . .” In another letter to Mersenne (22 July 1641; 
ITI, 417), Descartes writes: “Je n’entends pas bien la question que 
vous me faites, savoir si nos idées s’expriment par un simple terme; 
car les paroles étant de invention des hommes, on peut toujours se 
servir d’une ou de plusieurs, pour expliquer une méme chose. . . .” 

50 Reg. V, VI, XI, XU, X, 379, 383, 409, 410, 428. 
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object now propositions, now the simple natures and their 
necessary connections, now consequences or series of proposi- 
tions. Both the simple natures and the act of intuition are 
by Descartes opposed primarily to judgments, in virtue of 
the volitional character of the latter, which may result in 
“formal” falsity. But since ideas may be propositions, there 
is no absurdity in calling them “materially” false. 


5. Once an idea has what we have seen to be the minimum 
of clearness and distinctness, it can become clearer if, while 
it is still interpreted to be representative of the same object, 
its direct content comes to include additional attributes nec- 
essarily connected with the interpretive content. “The more 
attributes we apprehend in the same thing or substance, the 
more clearly do we know it.”51 And by the same token, the 
idea will become more distinct, for the richer its content, 
the more is it distinguished from what is other than it: “A 
concept is not made more distinct by the fact that we compre- 
hend fewer things in it, but only by the fact that those 
things which we do comprehend in it we accurately distin- 
guish from all others.”52 

This variation in degree reveals another distinction, in ad- 
dition to that between direct and interpretive contents, 
required to give clearness and distinctness a normative basis. 
This other distinction is between the explicit and implicit 
contents of an idea. We have seen that although a clear and 
distinct perception is “integral and complete,” it nevertheless 
can become more clear, i.e. even more “complete.” The limit 
of such increase is an “adequate” idea, in which are repre- 
sentatively “contained absolutely all the properties which are 
in the thing known.”53 Only God can have such adequate 
knowledge; the human mind is incapable of it, although it 
may have “complete” knowledge. Thus man may have a 
complete and hence a clear and distinct idea of God although 
this idea is by no means adequate to God’s infinite perfec- 


51 Princ. I, 11. Cf. Med. II, VII, 33. 
62 [bid., 63. 
53 [Vae Resp., VII, 220. Cf. Hae Resp., VII, 140, 152. 
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tion, just as “we do not doubt that one unlearned in geometry 
has the idea of a whole triangle, when he understands it to 
be a figure comprehended by three lines, although many 
other things can by geometers be known about that triangle, 
and be noted in the idea of it, of which he is ignorant.”54 For 
a direct content not to “contain absolutely all the properties 
which are in the thing known” is possible only because of 
the logical orientation of Descartes’s view of ideas. Meta- 
physically, of course, an idea refers beyond itself to a thing 
which the mind can never perceive directly; but in denying 
adequacy to human cognition Descartes is not relying exclu- 
sively, or even primarily, upon this basic fact; rather, he is 
referring to what can be ascertained in ideas themselves. Now 
for a strictly psychological position, an idea is precisely and 
exhaustively that content of which the mind is at any time 
aware, so that (putting Descartes’s definition of adequate 
knowledge in terms of ideas and perceptive acts) to speak 
of a perception which is not aware of everything contained 
in an idea is a contradiction in terms. For Descartes, on the 
other hand, a distinction is possible between those ideas 
which are “fictitious,” i.e. arbitrarily compounded by the 
mind itself, and those which the mind merely discovers with- 
out adding to their “objective reality.” It still remains true 
that every idea not only depends upon the mind for its exist- 
ence, but consists in that very content of which the mind is 
directly aware. But once thus constituted as a direct object 
of perception, an idea of the latter sort is, with regard to its 
further significance, an independent logical entity containing 
within itself a system of implications, of simple natures and 
their relations, which deduction may gradually reveal, and 
which indeed it is the task of science progressively to dis- 
cover. Thus, to take again Descartes’s favourite example of 
the idea of a triangle, 


when I imagine a triangle, although perhaps such a fig- 
ure exists nowhere in the world outside my thought, and 
never has existed, yet it has forthwith a determinate na- 
ture, or essence, or form, immutable and eternal, which 


54 Vae Resp. VII, 368. 
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has not been made up (efficta) by me, and does not de- 
pend upon my mind; as is shown by the fact that various 
properties can be demonstrated of this triangle, viz. that 
its three angles are equal to two right angles, that its 
greatest side is subtended by the greatest angle, and the 
like, which willy-nilly I now clearly perceive, even if I 
have in no way thought of them previously when I imag- 
ined a triangle, so that they have not been made up by 
me,55 


Hence, even though the properties revealed by such deductive 
development have not previously been suspected by the 
mind, these operations do not basically “augment” the idea, 
but merely “render it more distinct and explicit, because all 
these properties must have been contained in that idea which 
was had at first.”56 

It is important to note, however, that this variation in the 
degree of clearness and distinctness is possible only because 
an idea for Descartes involves an interpretive as well as a 
direct content. The “idea” which remains fixed and unchanged 
throughout the process in which properties previously un- 
known are discovered in “it” is not merely the initial direct 
content, since this undergoes obvious increase; it is rather 
the interpretive content which, equated at the outset with 
the direct content, is found to be necessarily connected 
with the “new” properties, since these are found to be neces- 
sarily connected with the initial direct content, so that the 
mind interprets each succeeding property to be representative 
of the same object. It can readily be seen how this interpre- 
tive perception is the initial methodological basis of Des- 
cartes’s doctrine of substance and essence.5? 


6. Thus far we have been discussing the clearness and dis- 
tinctness of ideas simply in terms of the characteristics 


55 Med. V, VII, 64. Cf. Reg. XII, X, 422. Conversation, V, 
151-2. 

56 Vae Resp., VII, 371. Cf. ibid., 368. 

57 Cf, Ilae Resp., Def. II, VII, 161, and especially [Vae Resp., 
VII, 222, where Descartes shows that substance is that which is inter- 
preted to be the subject of directly perceived ideas, 
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which the ideas themselves must possess. But we must now 
turn to consider just how these characteristics of ideas are to 
be ascertained, i.e. what is that “method” of which Des- 
cartes spoke to Gassendi, whereby that which is really clear 
and distinct can be distinguished from that which is only 
thought to be so. In terms of the preceding discussion, this 
question has a special urgency. For on the one hand, Descartes 
has said that things can be known only through the ideas of 
them; on the other hand, in calling sense perceptions, or the 
idea of corporeality, obscure and confused when they are 
viewed as representing, respectively, the essence of material 
things, and God, he seems to have assumed that the mind 
has some independent insight, apart from ideas purporting 
to represent them, into the “real” essence of things. The ques- 
tion of how the clearness and distinctness of ideas are to be 
ascertained is thus basically the same as the question of how 
the mind, within the methodological context of ideas and 
perceptive acts, can ascertain that its definitions of objects, 
which it employs as a basis for evaluating the clearness and 
distinctness of the equating of direct and interpretive con- 
tents, are real and not merely nominal or arbitrary. This 
problem, it must be emphasized, is different from the ulti- 
mate metaphysical question of whether clear and distinct 
ideas are true. The divine guarantee enters only to give final 
sanction to the decisions already arrived at by methodologi- 
cal means. 

These means are set forth in the Rules and in the second 
part of the Discourse. It will be recalled that in telling Gas- 
sendi of his “method,” Descartes emphasized first the removal 
of “prejudices.” Now a prejudice is a judgment made prior 
to clear and distinct perception of the content which is 
judged.58 Does this mean that clearness and distinctness 
must be employed to attain these very qualities? The answer 
is given by the distinction between the perceptive act and 
the idea or content perceived. For it is possible that direct 
and interpretive contents be “equal” or necessarily connected, 
while the full perception of the grounds for this be lacking. 


68° Ct.. Prine. I, 47. 
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This would be the case if the idea were not “open” to the 
mind, i.e. if its elements and the relations between them were 
not revealed to the extent required to justify, or to permit 
the deduction of, this necessary connection. In this percep- 
tual, as against the preceding logical, sense, an idea is obscure 
and confused not because of an actual inequality between 
its direct and interpretive contents, but “only because there 
is contained in it something which is unknown.”5 Indeed, 
it is from this latter obscurity and confusion that ideas be- 
come contradictory, i.e. confused in the logical sense.6° To 
make an idea “open” to the mind, to render known its ele- 
ments and to see how the necessary connection of its direct 
and interpretive contents follows from them, is thus the pur- 
pose of Descartes’s basic methodological precept whereby “we 
reduce involved and obscure propositions step by step to 
simpler ones,” until we come to an “intuition of the simplest 
ones of all.’’1 

The ultimate conceptual elements of ideas are called by 
Descartes “simple natures.” They include, on the side of ma- 
terial things, such concepts as “figure,” “extension,” “motion,” 
and on the side of mental phenomena, “cognition,” “doubt,” 
“gnorance,” “volition.” Unlike composite ideas, in which it 
is possible to discriminate from one another not only direct 
and interpretive contents, but also various parts of the direct 
content, the necessity of whose connection with one another 
in the idea is not self-evident, the simple natures cannot be 
misinterpreted, for it is impossible to discriminate in them 
a direct and an interpretive content. To think of these sim- 
ples at all is to think of them completely, and hence clearly; 
similarly, their very simplicity makes it difficult for the 
mind to confuse them with, i.e. interpret them as, anything 
“other” than themselves, so that they are perceived distinctly 


59 TIae Resp. VII, 147. 

60 Thid., 152. 

61 Reg. V, X, 379. The de omnibus dubitandum of the First 
Meditation is just such a systematic reduction of ideas received “from 
the senses or through the senses,” to the thoughts which are their 
elements. 
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as well.62 Since all composite ideas involve these simples, it 
follows that to attain a clear and distinct perception of any 
composite idea requires the reduction of the idea to these 
self-evident elements and then the perception of the precise 
way in which they are combined in a necessary nexus to form 
the idea originally in question. 

This reduction does not, of course, result in an “adequate” 
idea. For in order to be clear and distinct, the idea must in 
its direct content represent only the “formal nature” of the 
object which it is interpreted as representing, but not the 
object or “matter” itself—-the idea of infinity, for example, 
must not itself be infinite, just as the idea of obscurity need 
not be obscure®’—so that the reduction will attain not the 
total system of implications in which an idea is involved, but 
those elements which are “sufficient”® to establish (or refute) 
the necessary connection of the idea’s direct and interpretive 
contents. The various “relations or proportions” in which the 
proposition was initially involved will hence have been so 
“reduced” that the equality between its direct and interpre- 
tive contents will itself be “clearly seen.”65 The reduction at- 
tains this perceptual clearness and distinctness because it 
enables the mind, within the methodological context of ideas 
and perceptive acts, to “distinguish that which pertains to 
the true and immutable essence of a thing, from that which 
is attributed to it only through a fiction of the under- 
standing.’66 

The contents of a fictitious idea, such as that of a winged 
horse or of a triangle inscribed in a square, can be clearly and 
distinctly conceived in separation from one another, i.e. even 
if one part be explicitly denied of the other, each can still 


82 Reg. XII, X, 418-20, 422. The further refinements which 
Descartes makes on this doctrine of the simple or primitive “no- 
tions” (Princ. I, 47 ff., and to Elizabeth, 21 May 1643; III, 663), 
since they involve essentially the same principle as the discussion of 
the Regulae, although in a broader context, are here passed over. 

63 Jae, Ilae, Resp., VII, 113, 147-8. 

84 Cf. IIue, [Vae Resp., VII, 140, 152, 221. 

6 Reg. XIV, X, 440. 

66 Tae Resp., VII, 116. 
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be fully conceived without in any way contradicting the sig- 
nificance which it presents to the mind. An idea will be 
representative of a true and immutable nature, then, if the 
connection of its contents is necessary, not contingent, so that 
they cannot be sundered by way of a “real” distinction: “al- 
though one can think of the one without paying any attention 
to the other, one cannot, however, deny it of that other when 
one thinks of both.”®? “Those ideas which do not contain 
true and immutable natures, but only fictitious ones com- 
pounded by the understanding, can be divided by that same 
understanding not only by abstraction, but by a clear and 
distinct operation, so that those which the understanding can- 
not thus divide have undoubtedly not been compounded by 
itself,”68 If, then, the mind finds that it cannot deny the 
parts of ideas of one another and still be true to the meaning 
which each part directly presented to it, such ideas are repre- 
sentative of objects which are essential natures independent 
of the mind for their being what they are. The direct contents 
of these ideas are seen, as a result of this “method of dif- 
ference,” to represent the essence, or at least part of the 
essence, of the objects which they are interpreted as repre- 
senting, so that the direct and interpretive contents are equal 
to one another. 

It will have been noted, however, that the criterion of 
“immutability” stated in the second quotation given above 
was the inability of ideas to be divided “by a clear and 
distinct operation,” which Descartes goes on to specify as 
meaning “rightly understanding what I say.” Here again, as 
previously in the discussion of the discarding of “prejudices,” 
the logical sense of clearness and distinctness, as characteris- 
tics of ideas, is stated to be ascertained by clearness and 
distinctness as characteristics of the perceptive act which, 
resulting from the reductive process, finds necessity of con- 
nection within the ideas. An excellent example of this process 
is the famous operation upon the wax in the Second Medita- 
tion. It is required to ascertain the essential nature of matter. 


87 ‘l'o Gibieuf, 19 Jan. 1642; III, 474. Cf. WIae Resp. VII, 443. 
68 Jae Resp., VII, 117. 
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A direct content which is interpreted to be representative of 
matter is chosen, consisting in the various sense qualities 
which the wax initially presented. Then these qualities are 
put through a series of reductions to see whether they and 
the interpretive content “so depend upon one another, that 
one can in no way be changed while the other remains un- 
changed.” It is found that the sense qualities are changed, 
although the wax still “remains the same.” Hence, those 
qualities are essentially “other” than the wax, and the 
interpretive perception of them as representing the essence of 
the wax was not distinct. This “identity” of the wax through- 
out the changing of the direct content, which is greatly 
emphasized by Descartes,7° can be understood only through 
the interpretive aspect of his doctrine of ideas. It is because 
the interpretive perception is held constant that the reductive 
process can be viewed, in the methodological context, as go- 
ing from accidental to essential attributes of the same object, 
and not from one set of ideas to another set wholly unrelated 
thereto. The process consists, then, in gradually divesting the 
direct content interpreted as representing a certain object 
of the “forms external” to that object, i.e. of those qualities 
with whose denial the object can still be conceived, so that 
there is no necessary connection between the object and those 
qualities. The end of the process comes when a direct con- 
tent is attained which survives évery reductive device, remain- 
ing so long as the object can be conceived, and without which 
the object can no longer be conceived. This direct content is 
hence necessarily connected with the interpretive content 
whereby the mind thinks of the object in question, and 
constitutes the essential definition of that object. And only 
in virtue of such a reductive process is the resultant percep- 
tive act clear (as attaining the essence of the object, in that 
the direct content which is actually representative of the es- 


69 Reg. XII, X, 4209. 

70 “Remanet adhuc eadem cera? Remanere fatendum est; nemo 
negat, nemo aliter putat. Quid erat igitur in ea quod distincte com- 
prehendebatur? Certe nihil eorum quae sensibus attingebam; nam 

. . mutata jam sunt: remanet cera.” Med. I, VII, 30. Cf. Prine. 


ITI, 4. 
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sence of the object which it is interpreted as representing 
has been made “present and open to the attending mind”) 
and distinct (as excluding everything “other than” what is 
essential). The wax is thus ascertained to consist essentially 
of extension and mobility, not of any peculiar colours, 
sounds, and tastes; hence, at the conclusion of the reductive 
process whereby the sense qualities are removed, Descartes 
writes that the perception of the wax “can be either imperfect 
and confused, as it was before, or clear and distinct, as it 
now is, in so far as I attend less or more to the things of 
which it consists.”74 

The physical manipulation which the procedure of the wax 
involves is the most graphic but not the only form which the 
reductive operation leading to this perceptual clearness and 
distinctness may take. The culmination of the process, Des- 
cartes points out, consists in an “inspection of the mind 
alone.” The same operation in principle occurs when infinite 
perfection is found to be essential to God: ultimately it is 
the impossibility which the mind finds in conceiving the lat- 
ter without the former that methodologically shows the idea 
equating them to be a real definition, representative of a 
“true and immutable nature.”?2 These essential definitions 
consist, of course, not in genus and differentia but in various 
combinations of simple natures.73 Once attained, they can 


71 Med. II, VII. 

72 Med. V, VII, 67, ll. 21-4. It is because Descartes holds that 
he has shown in this way that the idea of God as an infinitely perfect 
being represents a true or real essence, and is not merely a nominal 
definition, that he maintains that his ontological argument, unlike 
that of St. Anselm as reported by Thomas Aquinas, is neither verbal 
nor fallacious. Cf. Iae Resp, VII, 115-19. To Mersenne, 15 June 
1641; III, 383. 

73 Definitions by genus and differentia, as viewed in the Aristote- 
lian tradition, presuppose essentially different kinds of things, so that 
to define any given species requires showing the genus to which the 
species belongs, and then the form which differentiates it from other 
species of the genus and constitutes it what it is. Such definitions are 
hence basically additive: the differentia adds a characteristic which is 
essentially other than that of any other species. The Cartesian defini- 
tion by simple natures, on the other hand, adds no “new” character- 
istic, but consists in a different arrangement or “mixture” of the 
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then be used to test the clearness and distinctness of all 
other ideas which are interpreted to be representative of the 
objects defined. It is thus that the idolaters’ “idea of God,” 
where the direct content includes “vindictiveness” and “cor- 
poreality,” is shown to be confused; for both these qualities 
imply imperfection, the former because it is a tendency 
away from goodness, and hence toward non-being, the latter 
because whatever is corporeal is divisible, and “it is a greater 
perfection not to be divided than to be divided,” so that “if 
you mean (by ‘God’) only what is most perfect in the nature 
of body, this is not God.”74 The procedure is now deductive, 
and consists in “comparison” of the essential definition with 
other ideas, through as many intermediate steps as are 
necessary.”> It is in this sense that Descartes mentioned to 
Gassendi, as the second part of his method of ascertaining 
what is really perceived clearly and distinctly, after the re- 
moval of prejudices by the process of reduction, that he 
“enumerated all the principal ideas and distinguished those 
which were clear from those which were obscure or con- 
fused”; i.e. he set forth which ideas constituted the real 
definitions of God, the mind, material objects, and which not, 
so that deductive comparison could then ascertain what fur- 
ther ideas interpreted as representative of these objects would 
be clear and distinct. 


same basic elements possessed by all other things; such definitions 
are hence “mechanistic” (cf. the example of a right triangle to exhibit 
what is meant by “species,” Princ. I, 59). The only point at which 
the Aristotelian differentia would enter into the Cartesian scheme is 
in the initial separation of the ‘“‘material” from the “intellectual” na- 
tures. There is, however, a certain analogy between the two methods; 
just as for Aristotle if the definition of a species states the genus alone 
it has not differentiated the species in question from other species, 
i.e. the definition is not “distinct,” but if it states the differentia it 
also includes the genus (cf. Met. VII, 12, 1037b, 29 ff.); so for Des- 
cartes if a definitory idea contains that mixture of simple natures 
which represents the “formal nature” of its object, but other in- 
gredients not necessarily connected therewith, the idea is clear but not 
distinct, but if it is distinct it is also clear (cf. Princ. I, 46). 

74 TJae Resp., VII, 138. Cf. Med. V, VII, 67-8. Conversation, V, 
161, 
75 Cf. Reg. XIV, X, 439. 
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The discovery of what ideas represent the essences of 
things is thus effected by operations internal to ideas and 
perceptive acts. It is precisely because ideas are viewed by 
Descartes as being representative of things which are not 
themselves perceived directly, that clearness and distinctness, 
characteristics emerging within these operations, are not in 
their immediate nature the same as the transcendental rela- 
tion of conformity between ideas and things which Des- 
cartes calls “truth,”7® so that the methodological orientation 
must be supplemented by a metaphysical one culminating 
in the divine guarantee. This addition, which later rational- 
ists, like Spinoza, were to find superfluous, indicates from the 
side of things the circumspection which similarly controls 
Descartes’s internal approach to clearness and distinctness 
themselves. It is by subjecting the mind to the coerciveness 
exercised by the internal meanings of ideas, rather than by 
subjecting those ideas to the whims of a dogmatic mind, that 
these qualities are ascertained. That this is Descartes’s real 
emphasis has been overlooked by the traditional interpreta- 
tion of his method because of the opposition, insisted upon 
in that interpretation, between the rationalistic and the ex- 
perimental approaches to science. Yet both the formulae 
themselves of clearness and distinctness and Descartes’s 
actual application of them show that these qualities per- 
tain as much to the experimental methods of agreement and 
difference which he employed in his physical operations as 
to the operations dealing with the “intellectual” natures in 
which sense experience plays no part. 

The purpose of physical science for Descartes is to ex- 
plain the phenomena of material nature by a deductive 
system of ideas whose principles are the simple concepts of 
extension, figure, and motion, which represent the essence 
of all bodies. The clearness and distinctness of the ideas or 
propositions of physics will require necessity of connection, 
then, not only within the deductive system itself but also 
between each explanatory proposition and the class of phe- 


78 To Mersenne, 16 Oct. 1639; II, 597. 
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nomena which it is designed to explain: the phenomena, or 
effects, or direct contents, and the explanations, or causes, 
or interpretive contents, will similarly have to be “proved so 
to depend upon one another that the one can in no way be 
changed while the other remains unchanged.” The ascertain- 
ment of this mutual dependence, in turn, involves recourse 
to “crucial” experiments whereby it is determined which of 
various possible explanations, each a certain “composition” 
or “mixture” of the material simple natures logically compati- 
ble with the prior propositions of the system, is in fact 
necessarily connected with the phenomenon in question: “in 
order to be able to ascertain which of these causes is the true 
one, it is necessary to consider experiments which cannot 
agree both with the one and with the other”’;?7 or, in an- 
other statement, “to seek out some experiments which will 
be such that their outcome will not be the same if it is in 
one of these ways that the effect is to be explained, as if it 
is in another.”78 A clear and distinct idea in physics; then, 
especially when detailed problems are being dealt with, must 
be an experimentally verified idea: a proposition purporting 
to be explanatory of a given phenomenon must be “equal” 
to that phenomenon and not “other” than it, but the ascer- 
tainment of this requires recourse to experiment, because 
science must be of the actually existing world, whose objects, 
as existing, the senses alone reveal determinately to the mind, 
whereas the pure understanding would be unable to dif- 
ferentiate which of its ideas represented actually existing 
material things and which only possible ones. Nor is this 
appeal to phenomena and experiment a departure from the 
intraideational orientation of Descartes’s method. For the 
phenomena, as dealt with in the method, are themselves 
“ideas” directly perceived through the senses, and representa- 
tive, although confusedly, of the existing material things 
which the scientific ideas represent clearly and distinctly. A 
scientific idea, then, finds its place as clear and distinct within 


77 Description du Corps Humain, XVIII, XI, 242. 
78 Disc. VI, VI, 65. 
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the system of physics in virtue of a triple necessary con- 
nection: (1) with the basic principles of extension, motion, 
and figure which, as the example of the wax showed, repre- 
sent the essence of material things; (2) with the ideas pre- 
ceding it in the deductive system; and (3) with the particular 
phenomena physically caused by and hence representative of 
the particular material existents which are to be explained.79 

The basic emphasis of the method of clearness and dis- 
tinctness is thus upon the testing and confirmation of scien- 
tific ideas: the principle is that “for right philosophizing .. . 
the greatest care must be taken not to admit anything as true 
which we cannot prove to be true.”8° And the factor deter- 
mining which ideas are representative of the essences of 
various objects, and hence clear and distinct, consists in that 
which the ideas themselves compel the mind to perceive 
after it has reduced them to their elements and tried to 
separate and combine them in various ways. There is, in- 
deed, a psychological aspect of the method also, as is shown, 
for example, in Descartes’s description of intuition as “a pure 
and attentive mind’s conception, so facile and distinct that 
there remains no doubt concerning that which we under- 
stand.”8! But this facility and indubitableness are regarded 
by him as effects rather than as causes of clearness and dis- 
tinctness in the logical and perceptual senses, as culminating 
the process whereby the mind recognizes the contents of ideas 
to be of such sort that it is unable to perceive them in any 
way other than the connection before it. It is in this sense, 
not in a narrowly psychological one, that Descartes can say, 
as Burman reports, that “whether or not perceptions are clear 
we shall know best from our own consciousness, and for this 
it is of the greatest help to know all those elucidations of 
things which the author set forth in the first book of the 
Principles.”82 The method of clearness and distinctness as 


79 Cf. Hae Resp., VII, 135. 

80 Vae Resp., VII, 354. 

81 Reg. III, X, 368. 

82 Conversation, V, 160. Cf. Princ. I, 47 ff. 
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Descartes develops it hence exhibits no merely psychological 
or subjective criteria, but rather logical and perceptual ones 
which the mind is to use in order to ascertain the conformity 
of its thought with a world external to it. 


THE ONTOLOGICAL ARGUMENT 
REVISITED 
WILLIAM P. ALSTON 


The ontological argument has often been criticized on the 
grounds that it mistakenly supposes “exists” to be a predicate. 
I am going to argue (1) that the way in which this criticism 
is usually presented is faulty, (2) that these faults result from 
overlooking certain basic features of the concept of existence, 
and (3) that when these features are fully taken into ac- 
count, new and sounder reasons can be given for denying that 
“exists” is a predicate and for rejecting the ontological argu- 
ment. In the first section I shall present the traditional kind 
of criticism in what I take to be its strongest form; in the 
second, I shall try to show that it does not hold up; in the 
third I shall attempt to enrich it so as to avoid those 
defects.1 


The Philosophical Review, Vol. LXTX, No. 4, October 1960, pp. 
452-474. Reprinted with the permission of the author and the edi- 
tors of The Philosophical Review. 

1]t may be helpful to relate this essay to Professor Norman Mal- 
colm’s very interesting article, “Anselm’s Ontological Arguments,” 
which recently appeared in the Review (LXIX, 1960, 41-62). There 
Malcolm distinguishes two different arguments in Anselm's Pros- 
logion. My treatment of Anselm is restricted to what Malcolm calls 
the first argument, and is concerned with the sort of considerations 
which are commonly used in rejecting it. About what Malcolm calls 
the second argument, I have nothing to say in this essay. My opinion 
is that the second argument is ultimately dependent on the first, but 
that is a long story. 
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I 


Undoubtedly the ontological argument does depend on 
using “exists” as a predicate. 


. . each time I happen to think of a first and sovereign 
being, and to draw, so to speak, the idea of him from the 
store house of the mind, I am necessitated to attribute to 
him all kinds of perfections, though I may not then 
enumerate them all, nor think of each of them in par- 
ticular. And this necessity is sufficient, as soon as I dis- 
cover that existence is a perfection, to cause me to infer 
the existence of this first and sovereign being: just as it 
is not necessary that I should ever imagine any triangle, 
but whenever I am desirous of considering a rectilineal 
figure composed of only three angles, it is absolutely 
necessary to attribute those properties to it from which 
it is correctly inferred that its three angles are not greater 
than two right angles. . .2 


It is clear that Descartes is assuming a logical parallel be- 
tween “A triangle has angles equal to two right angles” and 
“A perfect being exists.”3 There is no conceivable alternative 
to the former, because having its angles equal to two right 
angles is part of what we mean by a triangle, or at least fol- 
lows from part of what we mean by a triangle. Likewise 
there is no conceivable alternative to predicating “exists” of 
a perfect being, since existing is part of what we mean by a 
perfect being (existence is a perfection). In both cases we 
simply attribute to the entity one of the properties which 
serve aS a necessary condition of its being the thing it is. 
Without this logical parallel the principle from which Des- 


2R. Descartes, Meditation V, trans. J. Veitch (La Salle, Illinois, 
1937), Pp. 79-80. Italics mine. 

3 Of course it may be doubted that the former is logically neces- 
sary, or at least that “the predicate is contained in the subject.” But 
since we are not at present concerned with mathematics, we can 
ignore this. It is enough that Descartes treats this statement as if the 
predicate were contained in the subject. 
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cartes starts—“. . . because I can draw from my thought the 
idea of an object, it follows that all I clearly and distinctly 
apprehend to pertain to this object, does in truth belong to 
it”4—would have no application to the existence of God. 

What reasons are there to deny that “exists” is a predicate? 
Where the support for this denial goes beyond pious assevera- 
tion, which is less often than one would like to think, it 
usually takes the form of pointing out logical differences be- 
tween admitted subject-predicate statements and statements 
which differ from these only in the substitution of “exists” 
for the predicate.5 But it is never shown that these differences 
are such as to prevent “exists” from being a predicate, rather 
than making it a very special sort of predicate, as a stubborn 
Cartesian might insist. After all, there are very great logical 
differences between admitted subject-predicate statements, 
too. To remedy this deficiency, it is necessary to exhibit the 
nature of predication. Until we have made explicit what it is 
to predicate, we are not likely to determine conclusively 
whether or not a given term is capable of being predicated. 
Now without going beyond the orbit of the traditional 
critique, I want to try to give it a stronger and more funda- 
mental formulation than it usually receives. Only when the 
traditional criticism is stated in the strongest possible form 
will its basic defects be seen clearly. 

I am incapable of giving, nor is it necessary for my purpose 
to give, an exhaustive analysis of predication. It will suffice 
to bring out one of its essential features. Before we can attach 
any predicate to anything (“round,” “heavy,” “in my pocket,” 
“belongs to Jones,” “difficult to understand”), we must pre- 
suppose that it exists. If we were not making that assumption 
we could not even raise the question whether a given predi- 
cate attaches to it. To predicate sweetness of the pie in the 
oven without presupposing that there is a pie in the oven 
would be as self-defeating as asking you to take the pie out 


4R. Descartes, Meditation V, p. 77. 

5 For a good example of this, see G. E. Moore, “Is Existence a 
Predicate?,” Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, supp. vol. XV 
(1936). Reprinted in A. Flew (ed.), Logic and Language (Second 
Series; Oxford, 1953). 
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of the oven, or asking you whether the pie in the oven is 
done, without that supposition. But we must put this point 
carefully. I can deceitfully say that the pie in the oven is 
sweet, knowing all along that there is no pie in the oven, just 
as I can deceitfully ask you to take it out, knowing there is 
none. Still, there is an important sense in which I am, even 
here, presupposing that there is a pie in the oven. This 
sense can be brought out as follows: one (logically) could 
not openly admit that a does not exist (or doubt, wonder, 
or express ignorance about whether a exists) and still predi- 
cate P of a. This would be logically impossible simply be- 
cause in the face of this admission we would not (could not) 
interpret what the speaker says as predicating P of a. “There 
Is no pie in the oven, and the pie in the oven is sweet” can- 
not be used to make a predication, though it might be used 
to propound a riddle, be ironical, or test one’s voice. 

On this basis it is easy to show that “exists” cannot be a 
predicate. If the existence of the subject must be presup- 
posed before we can set about attaching (withholding, won- 
dering whether to attach) any predicate to (from) it, we will 
always be too late either to apply or to withhold a predicate 
of existence. The application of such a predicate would sim- 
ply repeat the preliminary conditions for any predication. 
(Compare “I am speaking,” “You are being spoken to.”) And 
the denial of such a predicate would contradict the essential 
conditions of any predication. (Compare “I am not speak- 
ing,” “You are not being spoken to.”) In other words, on the 
predicative interpretation, any positive existential statement, 
for example, “A perfect tennis player exists,” would be trivial. 
Since I must already have settled (or pretend to have settled ) 
the existence of a perfect tennis player before I can say any- 
thing about him, going on to say that he exists would just 
be going over something which had already been completed 
behind the scenes. But obviously such an assertion is not 
trivial; it constitutes a substantive claim, whereas any nega- 
tive existential (“A perfect tennis player does not exist”) on 
the predicative interpretation would be self-defeating. If I 
first presuppose that a perfect tennis player exists and then 
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go ahead to deny existence, I am taking away with one hand 
what was offered with the other. I am destroying an essential 
condition of what I set out to say. And equally obviously, 
not all negative existentials are self-defeating. We do some- 
times succeed in denying the existence of something.® 

The application of all this to the ontological argument is 
obvious. Descartes can get from the principle “Perfection im- 
plies existence” or “Existence is a perfection” to the conclu- 
sion he wants, “A perfect being exists,” only by using that 
principle to show that existence must be predicated of a per- 
fect being. But we can predicate, or refuse to predicate, any- 
thing of a perfect being, only if we purport to have already 
settled that there is a perfect being. However true it may be 
that being unmarried is contained in the notion of bachelor- 
hood, I cannot conclude that it is necessarily true that the 
bachelor next door is unmarried, unless I have been assured 
that there is a bachelor next door. 


II 


It is my contention that this line of criticism is vitiated by 
the neglect of important distinctions. The heart of the argu- 
ment, let us remember, was the claim that any attempted 
predication of existence where positive would be trivial, and 
where negative would be self-defeating. I now wish to show 
that this is not always so. But first a note on procedure. It 
should be clear from the above that I side with Strawson 
against Russell in denying that “The P is Q” can be accu- 
rately translated by “There is one and only one x which is 
P, and anything which is P is Q”; the reason being that the 
former presupposes the first conjunct of the latter rather than 


6 This argument has been presented by several recent writers, but 
without clearly exhibiting its dependence on the nature of predica- 
tion. See C, D. Broad, Religion, Philosophy, and Psychical Research 
(London, 1953), pp. 182-183; John Wisdom, Interpretation and 
Analysis (London, 1931), p. 62; A. J. Ayer, Language, Truth, and 
Logic (2nd ed.; London, 1947), p. 43. 
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explicitly asserts it. Nevertheless the triviality of (1A) “The 
P exists” can be most clearly exhibited by making the presup- 
position explicit and showing the redundancy of (2A) “There 
is one and only one P and it exists.” And it would be true 
to say that the triviality of (1A) rests on the redundancy of 
(2A). In the same way the self-defeating character of (1B) 
“The P does not exist” could be said to rest on the contra- 
dictoriness of (2B) “There is one and only one P, and it does 
not exist.” Since these more explicit models reveal more 
sharply the logical features in which we are interested, it will 
be more convenient, and perfectly harmless, to work with 
them, even if they are not strict synonyms of the ones in 
which we are ultimately interested. 


A. My contention is that 2A-form statements are not al- 
ways redundant, and that 2B-form statements are not always 
self-contradictory. To an ear dulled by the habitual blurring 
of distinctions in philosophical discourse, this may seem out- 
rageous. But in fact plainly substantive statements of this 
form occur fairly often. 


(A) There are centaurs in Greek mythology, but no such 
creatures exist. 

(B) In many old legends there is a British king named 
Arthur who leads the British against the Saxons, and, 
according to some scholars, he really existed. 


Lest it should be supposed that such statements depend on 
a difference in meaning between “there is” and “exists,” con- 
sider other examples which do not exhibit this terminological 
shift. 


(C) That ghost exists only in your imagination. (It does 
not really exist.) 

(D) Perfectly unselfish people exist only in literature. (No 
such people really exist.)7 


7In treating these sentences as of the same form as 2A and 2B, 
I am taking “there is” and “exists” to be roughly synonymous, wher- 
ever grammar allows the use of either. And the “one and only one” 
qualifier is not important for the present problem. Hence all the 
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In citing these sentences as counter-instances, I am so con- 


»” 662 


struing them that the phrases “in Greek mythology,” “in liter- 
ature,” “in your imagination,” and so forth, modify “there is” 
and “exists,” thereby specifying what sort of existence is being 
asserted. On this interpretation, in uttering one of these sen- 
tences, one would be asserting that something has one mode 
of existence, and then denying that the same thing has an- 
other mode of existence. But this interpretation may be ques- 
tioned. Why not read (A) like “There are kangaroos in Aus- 
tralia, but kangaroos do not exist in South America.” No one 
would claim the latter to be of the 2B form. The preposi- 
tional phrases plainly belong with the specification of what 
is said to exist. It is kangaroos in Australia which we are saying 
there are, kangaroos in South America which we are saying 
there are not. Kangaroos iiberhaupt are not in the picture at 
all. If we adopt this sort of interpretation for our examples, 
they do no damage to the standard argument. Once we fully 
specify what is claimed to exist in each clause, it is plain 
that we are not really asserting and denying existence of the 
same thing. 

But this alternative interpretation will not hold water. On 
this interpretation there is one and only one mode of exist- 
ence, which things can be said to have in various places— 
Australia, Tahiti, or the Milky Way. But once we stretch the 
notion of place to include fiction, mythology, imagination, 
and the real world, it becomes very unclear what could be 
meant by the existence which could indifferently be exer- 
cised in these locales. We can understand one sort of exist- 
ence being possessed either in Australia or Greenland, but 
that is because we are holding it constant to, say, real as 
opposed to fictional existence. Vary that, too, and with what 
are we left? I can say “There (really) is a key to this box” 


following sorts of statements can be counted as of the same form as 
2B (and parallels could easily be constructed for 2A): 


EMGTE Ares PS. tsar crs rere , but they do not exist ..... 
PS OCMISE  hadeare dara siaey , but they do not exist...... 
Pade OXISS: ica, pei akne 35 but it does not exist....... 


? 
There is an x named “P” ..., but it does not exist ...... 
That P exists............. , but it does not exist....... 
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without saying where the key is, and I have told you some- 
thing, though perhaps you would like to have fuller informa- 
tion. But if I say “Sea serpents exist,” and leave it open 
whether I mean in mythology, in literature, in reality, or in 
my imagination, what have I told you? Have I excluded any- 
thing? Can I conceive of anything which would not exist in 
at least one of these “places”? It seems that I must, implicitly 
or explicitly, add one of these qualifications in order to get 
any assertion at all. This means that “in literature,” “in real- 
ity,” and so forth, are not independent of “exists” in the way 
“in my pocket” and “in Labrador” are. (This is the justifica- 
tion for denying that existence is a genus. To assign some- 
thing to a genus without giving its species is to give real, 
though relatively abstract, information. The generic term 
stands on its own feet predicatively, whereas, as we have just 
seen, we must have in mind some specific mode of existence 
in order to get an assertion.) The supposition that “There are 
centaurs in Greek mythology, but they do not exist in reality” 
is properly analyzed as “(Ax) (x is a centaur in Greek mythol- 
ogy) and ~ (dx) (x is a centaur in reality),” breaks down 
through inability to give any interpretation to “3” which is 
common to both these occurrences. 

Hence the standard argument against treating “exists” as a 
predicate collapses. If I can say, without redundancy, “There 
is in many old legends a British King named Arthur who 
fought against the Saxons, and the evidence is that he really 
existed,” it would seem that I can just as well set up a subject 
on the presupposition of the first conjunct, and then, without 
triviality, predicate real existence of this subject. And if I 
can, without contradiction, say “There are centaurs in Greek 
mythology, but centaurs do not really exist,” it would seem 
that I can presuppose the first conjunct in setting up legend- 
ary centaurs as subjects of predication, and then, without 
self-stultification, deny that the predicate of real existence 
attaches to these subjects. The way is then open to regarding 
“King Arthur really existed” and “Centaurs do not really ex- 
ist” as subject-predicate statements. We can use one mode of 
existence to set up the subject, and another mode of existence 
as the predicate. At least, once we recognize diverse modes 
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of existence, the standard arguments are powerless to prevent 
this. 

And this means that the ontological argument has not fi- 
nally been disposed of. Granted different modes of existence, 
we can restate the argument in a form which is not open to 
the standard objections. We can get our subject of predica- 
tion by presupposing the existence of a perfect being in some 
nonreal mode, where the existence is obvious. Then we can 
argue that an analysis of this being shows that it possesses the 
characteristic of real existence. 

It is interesting that St. Anselm’s version of the ontological 
argument (in his Proslogium) is explicitly in this form. The 
difference between Anselm and Descartes in this regard has 
been too little remarked. Instead of saying, with Descartes, 
that existence is contained in the idea of a perfect being, 
Anselm speaks of a being than which nothing greater can be 
conceived, which he initially supposes to have a certain kind 
of existence—existence in the understanding. He takes con- 
siderable pains to justify this presupposition. 


. . . the fool hath said in his heart, there is no God 
(Psalms xiv. 1). But, at any rate, this very fool, when he 
hears of this being of which I speak—a being than which 
nothing greater can be conceived—understands what he 
hears, and what he understands is in his understanding; 
. . . - Hence even the fool is convinced that something 
exists in the understanding, at least, than which nothing 
greater can be conceived. For, when he hears of this, he 
understands it. And whatever is understood, exists in the 
understanding. 


He can then raise the question of what can (or must) be at- 
tributed to this being; the argument is, of course, that real 
existence must, on pain of contradiction, be attributed to it. 


And assuredly that, than which nothing greater can be 
conceived, cannot exist in the understanding alone. For, 
suppose if exists in the understanding alone: then it can 
be conceived to exist in reality; which is greater. 
Therefore, if that, than which nothing greater can be 
conceived, exists in the understanding alone, the very 
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being, than which nothing greater can be conceived, is 
one, than which a greater can be conceived. But obvi- 
ously this is impossible.® 


In this form the argument has recognized the principle that 
all predication presupposes the existence of a subject, and so 
is not subject to any attack based on this principle. 

And yet we know something must be wrong. Else the per- 
fect island, et al., return to haunt (or enchant) us. 


B. Before giving my diagnosis I must take notice of a 
protest which, if heeded, would obviate the need for one. It 
may take many forms: “Being in literature is not existing in 
any sense.” “ ‘Existing in legend’ is just a way of talking about 
what people say when they repeat legends.” “Since ‘existing 
in the understanding’ is just a misleading reformulation of 
‘have an idea of,’ Anselm is not really different from Des- 
cartes.” 

So far as these protests simply amount to an exclusion of 
such phrases as “exists in your imagination” (perhaps on the 
grounds that only real existence is real existence), they can 
be safely ignored. But a more serious thesis may be concealed 
therein. It may be claimed that all other types of existence 
can be reduced to real existence, that we could say everything 
we ever want to say without employing such phrases. For 
example, instead of saying “There are centaurs in Greek my- 
thology,” we could do the same job by saying “In the recita- 
tion of their myths the ancient Greeks used a word or phrase 
synonymous with ‘centaur.’” Similarly, “There were three fly- 
ing saucers in my dream” can be replaced by “I dreamed 
about three flying saucers,” or “In my dream it was as if I 
were seeing three flying saucers”; and “That ghost exists 
only in your imagination” becomes “You are just imagining 
a ghost.” Similarly, “The perfect being exists in the under- 
standing” will, when fumigated, become “We can form a 
concept of a perfect being,” which may in turn be trans- 
formed into “We can learn how to use the phrase ‘perfect 


8 St. Anselm, Proslogium, trans. by S. N. Deane (Chicago, 1939), 
ch. 11. 
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being.’” In these replacements the only sort of existence 
which is asserted or presupposed is real existence. 

Doubts could be expressed as to the feasibility of such a 
general reduction. For example, in “You are just imagining a 
ghost,” is “a ghost” a referring phrase? And if it is, are we 
presupposing a nonreal mode of existence for a ghost? But 
even granted that it could be carried through, what bearing 
would it have on our present problem? Well, in a language 
which is stripped down in this way, the standard argument 
against the possibility of predicating existence would hold 
good, and for that reason the ontological argument could not 
be given a valid formulation in such a language. But that falls 
short of showing that in language as we have it the argument 
collapses. I am sure Anselm would be willing to settle for the 
validity of his argument in ordinary medieval Latin. But, says 
the reconstructionist, the languages are different only in 
form, not in content. This follows from the premise that 
everything sayable in the one is equally sayable in the other. 
Hence the fact that existence cannot be a predicate in the 
revised language shows that, despite appearances, it cannot 
be a predicate in ordinary language either. But there are two 
difficulties with this. (1) How do we know which way to read 
the equivalence? What if Anselm said, “The fact that exist- 
ence can be used as a predicate in ordinary language shows 
that, despite appearances, it can be so used in the revised 
language”? (2) We have not explored all the complications 
involved in the claim that in each of the above pairs the 
one sentence can be used to say just what is said by the other. 
Once Anselm saw that in the second language he could not 
say that the most perfect being necessarily exists, he would 
have second thoughts about his admission that the two are 
equally rich. More generally, whenever any translation gets 
rid of some supposed metaphysical presupposition or impli- 
cation, but otherwise preserves the meaning of the original, 
those who want to preserve this metaphysical concomitant, 
once they see what is going on, will refuse to admit the ac- 
curacy of the translation. But it is just such folk for whom 
the translation is designed. (Compare translating “Courage 
is a virtue” into “Anyone who is courageous is virtuous,” in 
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order to get rid of universals; or “The fact that he took 
bribes is well known” into “Many people knew that he took 
bribes,” in order to get rid of facts.) 

These are special cases of ills which are endemic to reduc- 
tionism. The apparent use of “exists” as a predicate, and its 
most famous offspring, the ontological argument, arose in lan- 
guage as we actually have it. It is in the course of using that 
language that we have fallen under the spell of this argument. 
The spell will not be broken by showing that the incantations 
could not be intoned in another language, however akin it 
may be in other respects. So long as we are under the spell, 
the fact that it gives no place to those incantations shows that 
it is not close enough. What we must do is to discover what, 
if anything, there is in language as we use it that prevents 
the use of “exists” as a predicate (and spikes the ontological 
argument). If that cannot be done, then the proposed revi- 
sion is invalid as well as inept. If using “exists” as a predicate 
is possible in ordinary language, then any language in which 
this is not possible is not equivalent.® 


Ill 


What is wrong with predicating real existence of a perfect 
being which exists in the understanding? There are many 
predications which are plainly all right here. We can say of 
this being that it is infinite, wise, just, merciful, all-knowing, 
and so forth. But when we add “and really exists,” something 
Jars us; we are seized with logical vertigo. This, we want to 
say, is different. But can this feeling be justified? What is so 
different about it? Well, in all the other cases, we remained 


® If it could be shown that the rules of ordinary language are in- 
consistent on this point, that would alter the situation. In that case 
these rules would have to be altered in some way. But no one has 
shown that a reduction of fictional to real existence is needed to 
avoid inconsistency, or even unintelligibility. No one has shown that 
employing “exists” as we ordinarily do leads us into contradictions. 
The virtues which could be plausibly claimed for the reduction would 
be, rather, economy and the avoidance of possible confusions. 
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within the sphere of ideas or concepts, but when real exist- 
ence is asserted we step outside that sphere, and this cannot 
be done solely from an examination of its contents. We must 
look outside and see what is there. Dissection of what is in 
the understanding can never tell us what is in the real 
world, any more than analysis of my dreams will ever tell me 
which of their contents, if any, faithfully represent real ob- 
jects (at least not without some dream theory which is itself 
partly based on evidence concerning real things), or any more 
than any literary analysis of the character of Achilles in the 
Iliad can determine whether this is a historical figure. To do 
this would mean lifting ourselves by our bootstraps, or un- 
locking a door by staring at the lock. 

But, comes the inevitable rejoinder, this case is different. 
In general it is true that one cannot show that x really exists 
simply by analyzing its existence in the understanding. But 
here is the one case where this is possible. Here the nature 
of the being in the understanding is of such ontological rich- 
ness as to burst its bonds; its inherent expansive power impels 
it across the boundary into real existence. 

These metaphors get us nowhere. We cannot cross the 
border without a passport which has been approved on the 
other side, but a rocket can, with luck, burst into outer space 
on the strength of energy developed within the earth’s at- 
mosphere. And so it goes. Which of these metaphors is the 
more illuminating? Is deciding whether an envisaged being 
really exists more like applying for a passport or rocketing into 
space? Evidently we need a more literal characterization of 
the situation. Here is such a characterization. 


A. Earlier we saw that an existential statement has the 
function of setting up a subject for predication. Now that we 
have recognized different modes of existence we can add a 
further stipulation: the kind of existence which is being 
stated will place limits on the sorts of predication that can 
be made with respect to that subject, that is, on the logical 
status of statements which can be made about it. A few ex- 
amples should make this clear. 

1. As I come into the house, I hear my wife who, unbe- 
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knownst to me, is reading a story to some children, say, “The 
cookies in the pantry are delicious.” Being hungry, I go to the 
pantry, but am disappointed to find the cookies there stale 
and tasteless, whereupon I upbraid my wife for deception. 

2. In a discussion of Dostoevski’s The Brothers Karamazoy 
in which undue emphasis was being given to Dmitri and 
Alyosha, someone might say, “After all, old man Karamazov 
had three sons.” An unlettered youth who had just come into 
the group might ask, “Are any of them still living?” 

3. A physics student tells me that the electrons of which 
my desk is composed are moving around with great speed. 
When I ask him how powerful a microscope would be needed 
to see them, he replies that they cannot be seen through any 
existing microscope, nor would he expect to see them through 
any microscope, no matter how powerful, whereupon I accuse 
him of talking nonsense. 

In these cases a subject-predicate statement was misunder- 
stood because of a misapprehension as to the kind of existence 
being presupposed. Under this misapprehension the hearers 
took the statements to have a kind of logical status they 
lacked. In particular, the statements were misinterpreted as 
to their implications, theoretical or practical. The statements 
were mistakenly supposed to have the following implications: 


1. A hungry man who wants good cookies would be well 
advised to go into the pantry. 

2. Either the sons of Karamazov are still living, or they 
have died since the time under discussion. 

3. If one could achieve sufficient power of magnification, 
he could see the ultimate particles of which this desk is 
composed. 


A mistake was also made concerning the considerations and 
procedures relevant to supporting or attacking the statements: 


1. Examination of the contents of the pantry. 

2. Questioning of elderly citizens in the neighborhood or 
friends of the family. Consultation of official records. 

3. Scanning the desk through the highest-power micro- 
scope available. 
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Generalizing from these cases, we can say that the kind of 
considerations which are relevantly adduced in defending or 
attacking a subject-predicate statement, and the sorts of im- 
plications which can be drawn from it, are a function (in 
part) of the kind of existence presupposed. Presuppose that 
there were three flying saucers in my dream, and nothing 
tells for or against any statement about these three objects 
except my (sincere) report. But presuppose that there really 
were three flying saucers over the Grand Canyon yesterday, 
and now the testimony of others, consideration of laws of 
aerodynamics, and so forth, become relevant to the evaluation 
of statements about them. Presuppose that there was a King 
of the Round Table in legend, and all sorts of statements 
about him can be conclusively established by an examination 
of documents like Morte d’Arthur, without looking into their 
historical accuracy. But presuppose that there was a real his- 
torical king who had such a court, and much more is needed. 
Whether or not the statement “That ghost is in the house 
again” implies that abnormal phenomena are to be expected 
in the house in the immediate future depends on whether 
the assumption on which that statement rests is that a cer- 
tain ghost exists in your imagination, or that a certain ghost 
really exists. “The men from Mars are approaching Plainfield, 
New Jersey” implies that Plainfield, New Jersey is in immi- 
nent danger only if real existence has been presupposed for 
men from Mars. 

Note that in general it is the logical status of the predica- 
tion which is delimited, not the possible predicates them- 
selves. In general anything that can be said of a real man 
can be said of a legendary, fictional, or imaginary man. It is 
what gets said in applying any predicate which will differ in 
the way specified above. 

Thus an existential statement determines a logical frame- 
work within which predications can be made of what has 
been said to exist. It can be construed as a license to make 
certain sorts of subject-predicate statements, and not others. 
In fact we might take the determination of such logical 
frameworks as a principle of differentiation for modes of ex- 
istence. If the same logical status is conferred, then there is 
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only one mode of existence in question. It is on this kind of 
ground that we might refuse to distinguish between existing 
in the understanding and existing in the mind, or between the 
mode of existence involved in existing in Australia and exist- 
ing in South America, while insisting on a distinction between 
either of the first pair and either of the second. 

One more step is needed before we can return, sufficiently 
girded, to the ontological argument. An existential statement 
has the same sorts of implications as the subject-predicate 
statements it licenses and to that extent falls within the logi- 
cal framework it determines. This principle might be de- 
fended by saying that a licensing bureau cannot authorize 
anyone to do anything it does not have the authority to do, 
but this would be riding the metaphor too hard, or else re- 
gressing to the scholastic principle “The cause must contain 
at least as much perfection as the effect.” A more sober de- 
fense would run like this. It seems that an existential state- 
ment not only permits a certain kind of subject-predicate 
statement but also guarantees that there will be true state- 
ments of that kind. To say that there really are sea serpents is 
to imply that there are true statements of the form “Sea ser- 
pents are .. .” which have the logical status of statements 
about physical objects. To say that there are P’s is to imply 
that something can be truly said about them. This entailment 
can be brought out by considering the logical oddity of the 
following dialogue. 


A. There are a lot of bones six feet under my back yard. 

B. Well, what about them? 

A. Nothing. They are just there, that’s all. 

B. You mean you haven’t looked at any of them yet? 

A. No. It’s not that I haven’t found out anything about 
them yet. There is nothing to find out, except that they are 
there. 


Why is this? Why do we refuse to admit the possibility 
that there are things about which nothing can be truly (syn- 
thetically) predicated? Perhaps it is because a referring ex- 
pression is used to direct attention to something which goes 
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beyond the characteristics connoted by the expression. If 
nothing could be said of the bones under my back yard other 
than that they are bones under my back yard, there would be 
no distinctive use for a referring expression here or for the 
subject-predicate form within which it gets its use. There 
would be no point in distinguishing between “the bones un- 
der my back yard” and “bone under my back yard.” The point 
in talking about things which are bones under my back yard 
is that each of those things possesses characteristics other 
than those connoted by the descriptive phrase used to refer 
to it. The very concept of a thing (and of its linguistic cor- 
relates, the referring expression and the subject-predicate 
sentence) requires such an overplus. 


B. Now we can return to the ontological argument in its 
Anselmian form. Anselm escapes the standard criticism by 
presupposing existence in the understanding so as to get a 
subject of which he can show real existence to be necessarily 
predicated. But an equally unhappy fate awaits him. The 
statement which he is claiming to be necessarily true is a 
statement about a being in the understanding, and as such 
exhibits the’ logical features of statements based on a presup- 
position of mental existence. Among these features are: (1) 
It can be conclusively tested, if at all, by reflection. The per- 
son in whose understanding a certain being exists has only 
to reflect, to ask himself what he means by a certain term, in 
order to determine whether or not any statement about that 
being is true. A simple and instantaneous self-question is all 
that is needed to enable me to state with complete assurance 
that the girl of my dreams has eyes of blue. Nothing could 
possibly shake that assurance. (2) Existence in the under- 
standing shares with other nonreal modes of existence the 
following features. For each existent in some nonreal mode, 
we can specify two sorts of real existents. First, there is some 
real existent of a given sort, which is always of the same sort 
for a given nonreal mode, the existence of which is entailed 
by the nonreal existence of the thing in question. Whenever 
something exists in my dreams, there must be a real conscious 
dream state; whenever something exists in legend or myth, 
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there are real activities of repeating, hearing, thinking about 
the legends and myths in question; whenever something ex- 
ists in my understanding, there are real thoughts, ideas, im- 
ages, and so forth, in my mind which would ordinarily be 
said to be about this thing, perhaps real dispositions to behave 
in certain ways toward things of this kind, and so forth. It is 
this entailment which lends plausibility to the project of re- 
ducing all other modes of existence to real existence. Let us 
call such a real existent the real correlate of a nonreal exist- 
ent. Second, we can specify something which really exists 
and has all the characteristics (excluding existence, if that 
exclusion is necessary) of the nonreal existent. Let us call 
this the real archetype of the nonreal existent. Thus the real 
archetype of a mountain in my dream would be a real 
mountain of the same size, shape, and so forth; the real arche- 
type of Ivanhoe would be a Saxon nobleman of the twelfth 
century who did (some of) the things with which this char- 
actcr in Scott’s novel was credited. 

Now it seems to be a defining feature of all nonreal modes 
of existence that any statement about something which exists 
in such a mode will have no implications with respect to real 
things, except for its real correlate and any implications that 
might have. In particular it has no implications concerning 
the real archetype. This latter is an essential feature of the 
concept of different modes of existence. If the existence of 
something in one mode should imply its existence in another 
mode, the distinction between these two modes would crum- 
ble. To say that (the legendary) King Arthur won twelve 
battles implies nothing about the political or military for- 
tunes of the past, or about historical records of the present 
and future, except that certain unspecified individuals have 
said and heard such things in legend-reciting contexts. To 
say that the mountains in my dream had very sharp peaks 
has no geographical implications; it is of significance not to 
the map-maker but to the psychoanalyst. Likewise any state- 
ment which attaches a predicate to something which exists 
in my understanding can have no implications for the real 
world except for the fact that I have, or have had, certain 
thoughts. 
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This means that if “The being than which nothing greater 
can be conceived exists in reality” is to be interpreted as the 
attribution of a predicate to a being in the understanding, it 
can have no implications with respect to the real world other 
than the fact that Anselm, or whoever else forms this concept, 
had a certain idea in his mind. But it is plain that as this 
sentence would ordinarily be understood, it implies much 
more than this about the real world. In accordance with the 
principle enunciated above, this existential statement implies 
that there are some true statements about a really existing 
perfect being, having the sorts of implications that such state- 
ments typically have; and in addition it specifically implies 
the truth of any statement of the form “The perfect being is 
P,” where P is analytically contained in perfection, together 
with whatever implications such statements as these have. 
And it is equally plain that Anselm understands it, and pur- 
ports to have established it, in this sense. The ensuing sec- 
tions of the Proslogium make it plain that he supposed his 
thesis to entail the following propositions (by way of the fact 
that perfection analytically entails omnipotence and perfect 
goodness): (1) everything in the world is arranged for the 
best; (2) the righteous will ultimately be rewarded and the 
guilty will be punished, at least those who are not pardoned 
by divine mercy; (3) the world causally depends for its exist- 
ence on a perfect spiritual being; (4) every man is under an 
obligation to worship and seek a real contact with this being. 
Obviously none of this follows from the fact that Anselm or 
anyone else has certain thoughts. 

Thus Anselm, though more subtle than Descartes, is f- 
nally brought to the same pass. “The perfect being exists in 
reality” can only be claimed to be necessarily true, at least 
on the grounds adduced by Anselm, provided we construe 
“exists in reality” as a predicate of the perfect being, the exist- 
ence of which in the understanding has been presupposed. 
But this gives us a statement the logical status of which 
sharply distinguishes it from an ordinary statement of real 
existence and prevents it from having the sort of religious 
significance for the sake of which the conclusion was sought. 
If, per contra, we make a statement of real existence in the 
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ordinary sense, which has the sort of implications we want, 
this prevents it from being construed as the attribution of a 
property to a being which exists in the understanding, and 
neither Anselm nor anyone else has given any reasons for con- 
sidering the statement to be necessary. 

At this point we might get the old refrain, “But this case 
is different. It is generally true that statements about nonreal 
existents can have no implications for reality outside their 
real correlates. But this principle gained its plausibility from 
a survey of cases which omitted the one in hand. Here is the 
one case to which they do not apply. In this one case a state- 
ment about a mental being has implications for the real 
world outside our ideas and thoughts, for this case is unique 
in that the predicate involved is real existence. And this 
claim cannot be overthrown by the use of principles built on 
other cases, from which this one differs in crucial respects.” 

But it is too late in the day for this maneuver. The claim 
to be examining this case in itself will not hold up. Such an 
examination, however narrowly concentrated, must make use 
of general terms like “predicate,” “exists in reality,” and the 
like, and its (apparent) force depends on (apparently) using 
these terms in their ordinary senses. If Anselm did not sup- 
pose “The perfect being exists in reality” to be a predication 
in the ordinary sense of “predication,” his argument that this 
statement is necessary could never get off the ground. If he 
were not using “exists in the understanding” in its customary 
sense, his existential presupposition would have no force; if 
he were not using “exists in reality” in its ordinary sense, his 
conclusion would not have the religious relevance for the 
sake of which it was sought. It is essential for his argument 
that this case not be different in the sense given these terms. 
But my argument depended solely on an elucidation of the 
ordinary senses of these terms. It is impossible that there 
should be exceptions to the principles I have been invoking, 
so long as we are using “predicate,” “really exists,” and so 
forth, in the usual way. Thus Anselm is barred from claiming 
idiosyncrasy for his case in any way which would confer 
exemption from these principles. 
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C. kt might look as if this revised critique of the ontologi- 
cal argument has been developed without relying on the de- 
nial that “exists” is a predicate; indeed, without having re- 
furbished that denial after it had collapsed in the face of a 
plurality of modes of existence. But this would be a super- 
ficial view. The above considerations have only to be general- 
ized to provide a revised proof that “exists” is not a predicate. 

The standard argument was seen to be faulty in failing to 
tule out the possibility that statements of real existence, for 
example, could be construed as attributions of real existence 
to a subject which had been assumed to exist in some other 
mode. But now a closer look at the distinctions between the 
various modes of existence has shown them to be unfitted for 
this role. We have seen that no statement which attributes 
something to a nonreal being can have the logical status (im- 
plications, and so forth) of a statement of real existence. 
Hence this attempt to interpret real existence as a predicate 
collapses. This argument can then be further generalized to 
show that no mode of existence can be construed as an attri- 
bute. For the mode of existence presupposed by the subject 
term (which has to be different from the mode of existence 
predicated, or the traditional argument comes back into 
force) will give the statement a logical status which will in- 
evitably fail to coincide with the status it must have if it is 
to be a statement of existence of the sort embodied in the 
(supposed) predicate. Thus if we try to construe “King Ar- 
thur exists in legend” as the attribution of legendary existence 
to a subject presupposed to exist in the imagination, we run 
into the difficulty that no statement about what exists in the 
imagination can have the sort of implications about what 
goes on in legend-narrating activities that a statement of leg- 
endary existence must have. And if we try to construe “There 
were two of the Karamazov brothers in my dream” as attrib- 
uting dream-existence to two men who are presupposed as 
having fictional existence, we run afoul of the fact that my 
statement has implications as to what was going on in my 
consciousness during the night which no statement about fic- 
tional characters can have. 

I am not saying, of course, that we cannot make a transi- 
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tion from one mode of existence to another. We can consider 
a mythological figure, a character in fiction, a scene in a 
dream, or a theoretically envisaged entity like a cosmic de- 
signer or a solar vortex, and ask whether it also really exists. 
We very often do this, and sometimes the answer is in the 
affirmative. I can say that the legendary figure, King Arthur, 
was a really existing British monarch, that in California last 
summer I came upon the very mountains I have been dream- 
ing of so persistently for years and so discovered that they 
really existed after all. But in doing so am I not predicating 
teal existence of that which I have already presupposed to 
exist in my dreams? It might look that way, but there are 
less obvious features of these statements which save us from 
the dire consequences of that interpretation. Note that they 
can all be restated as a simple conjunction of two independ- 
ent statements each of which is on the same level, neither 
presupposing the other. “King Arthur exists in legend, and 
King Arthur really existed in the sixth century.” “Mountains 
of such-and-such a description exist in my dreams, and moun- 
tains of that description really exist in California.” And this 
sort of statement gives a more faithful reflection of our in- 
tent. What we want to say is that Arthur exists both in legend 
and in reality, that is, we want to treat both modes of exist- 
ence on a par, as having the same connection to Arthur. But 
on a subject-predicate interpretation this would not be the 
case. Real existence would be predicated of the legendary 
figure, but legendary existence would not be predicated of 
the real figure. They can be treated alike only if what we say 
amounts to a simple conjunction of two logically independent 
existential statements, whereas an admitted subject-predicate 
statement like “King Arthur won twelve victories” cannot be 
so translated. Undoubtedly there are two statements involved 
here, namely, “There is in legend a figure called King Arthur,” 
and “He won twelve victories,” but they are not independent. 
The second cannot be stated without a backward reference to 
the first (for the antecedent of “he”). It is this asymmetry 
that is the mark of the subject-predicate form. A subject- 
predicate statement is one with respect to which two ques- 
tions must be raised. One question concerns the existence of 
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something, and the other, concerning the applicability of an 
attribute to that something, cannot be raised until the first 
question has been answered in the affirmative. By this cri- 
terion “The legendary figure, King Arthur, really existed” is 
not a subject-predicate statement. We need not treat it in any 
such two-layered fashion. 

One source of the tendency to treat “King Arthur really 
existed in the sixth century” as a subject-predicate statement 
is the strong inclination to allow such a question as “Who is 
it that is being said to have really existed in the sixth cen- 
tury?” Discussing the matter in those terms will lead us 
straight to the subject-predicate framework; indeed that ques- 
tion springs from that framework. It is the part of wisdom to 
recognize that the above discussion, in showing the funda- 
mental differences between that sentence and any sentence in 
the subject-predicate mold, has demonstrated that the ques- 
tion is badly put. And having recognized that, and having 
seen that we can say everything we want to say without it, 
we must avoid it like the plague. 

Thus, even admitting various modes of existence, it is im- 
possible to construe existential statements as predicative. And 
yet in this more adequate perspective, the denial cannot be 
so clear-cut. On the standard approach (recognizing only one 
mode of existence) “exists” could in no way function as a 
predicate. But if we recognize a plurality of modes, it must 
be admitted that there are (rather infrequent) statements 
which involve something like a predicate of existence. For 
example, a novelist can present a character as a real man, as 
a character in a story, or as contained in a dream. Thus in 
The Brothers Karamazov, Ivan is a really existing man, but 
the Grand Inquisitor is only a figure in a dream of Ivan’s. In 
Tom Jones Parson Thwackum is a real person, but Sir George 
Gresham only appears in a story narrated by the Man of the 
Hill. That is, a fictional character can, within the novel, have 
real, fictional, or dream existence. Again, I can dream about 
teal people or fictional people. (By this I do not mean that 
the people about whom I dream can really be either real or 
fictional, but rather that they can be presented in the dream 
as either real or fictional.) Or I can dream of thinking about 
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Eisenhower, in which case in my dream Eisenhower has 
existence in the understanding. In other words, among other 
ways of distinguishing between the characters in a novel or 
in a dream, we can consider the modes of existence attached 
to them. This gives us fictional or dream duplications of real 
existence, dream existence, fictional existence, and so forth. 
The various modes of existence, like the whole apparatus of 
qualities, substances, relations, and the like, are carried over 
bodily into fiction and dreams and exist there with all their 
interconnections intact. And we can put this, if we like, by 
saying that real existence, fictional existence, and so forth, 
can be predicated of a fictional or of a dream character. 

But of course the possibility of this sort of predication 
gives no support to the thesis that existence is an attribute. 
These very special sorts of statements are clearly distinguish- 
able from ordinary statements of existence. No one would 
confuse our initial example about Alyosha and the Grand 
Inquisitor with an assertion that Alyosha really exists whereas 
the Grand Inquisitor does not. The heart of the denial that 
“exists” is a predicate is the claim that statements of exist- 
ence are not predicative; this remains unshaken by the sort 
of predication we have just considered. 


D. I have done nothing to show that “A perfect being 
exists” is not, or cannot be shown to be, a necessary state- 
ment; still less have I shown that there are, or can be, no 
necessary existential statements. Such claims are often made 
with great confidence, but I have never seen any conclusive 
arguments in their support, nor have I been able to find any. 
Certainly the demonstration that “exists” is not a predicate 
does nothing to show that no existential statements are 
necessary. For there are many necessary statements which 
turn on the logical properties of terms other than predi- 
cates, for example, the statement that if I am writing with 
either pen or pencil, then it is not the case that I am writing 
with neither pen nor pencil. The most that can be done, it 
seems to me, is to examine and evaluate each claim that is 
made for the necessity of an existential statement. This essay 
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is designed to make a contribution to that enterprise. In it 
I have attempted to reveal more clearly the deficiencies in 
the ontological argument, and in the course of so doing to 
show more conclusively that “exists” is not a predicate. 


ALSTON ON THE ONTOLOGICAL 
ARGUMENT 


ALVIN PLANTINGA 


After rejecting traditional explanations and arguments for 
the dictum that existence is not a predicate, Professor Alston 
suggests a more adequate reading of it in which, he thinks, 
it really does refute Anselm’s argument. I shall consider in 
detail both Alston’s objection to Anselm’s argument and the 
relevant portions of the more general doctrine of predica- 
tion contained in his article. . . . 

Alston’s criticism of Anselm’s argument can be encap- 
sulated as follows: 


(a) Anselm’s argument is successful only if its conclusion 
predicates real existence of a being assumed to have 
existence in the understanding. 


and 


(b) No statement about a being presupposed to have ex- 
istence in the understanding entails that it really 
exists. 


Suppose we begin with (b). Presumably it is to follow 
from 


(bi) If real existence were predicated of a being assumed 
to have mental existence, the resulting proposition 


From a forthcoming book on the philosophy of religion, to be 
published by the Cornell University Press, the Contemporary Philoso- 
phy Series, edited by Max Black. Published with the permission of 
the author and of Professor Black. 
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would lack the entailments that make the proposi- 
tion God exists religiously interesting. 


But (b1) is not entirely clear. The idea, presumably, is that 
there is no difficulty in attributing real existence to a being 
B assumed to exist in the understanding. The result of doing 
this, however, is not equivalent to the proposition B exists in 
reality; the former lacks the latter’s entailments “for the real 
world.” We can predicate either mythical or real existence 
of a being existing in the understanding. The chimera, for 
example, exists in the understanding, and presumably mythi- 
cal existence ought to be predicated of it. But exactly how 
does one predicate real existence of a being—e.g. God—pre- 
supposed to have existence in tne understanding? What is 
the resulting proposition—i.e. the proposition that God, pre- 
supposed to exist in the understanding, exists in reality? 
Alston seems to suggest that there is such a statement. What 
statement is it? Is there a clue in the fact that “the various 
modes of existence . . . are carried over bodily into fiction 
and dreams and exist there with all their interconnections 
intact” (p. 301)? Within the realm of fiction there are be- 
ings presented as having real existence, and also beings pre- 
sented as having dream existence (such as the Grand Inquis- 
itor, who is a figure in a dream of Ivan’s in The Brothers 
Karamazov). The Red Queen was a character in Alice’s 
dream; Alice herself has real existence in the story. Similarly 
someone might write a novel in which the main character 
writes novels about what is presented in the novel as a fic- 
tional character named Deadeye Dick. (In this case Deadeye 
Dick might be said to have fictional existence to the second 
power. ) 

Can we find an analogous situation in the case of existence 
in the understanding? Can we see what it would be, for ex- 
ample, to predicate dream existence of something presup- 
posed to exist in the mind? Suppose I imagine a certain 
egregious animal that is a cross between a kangaroo and a 
dragonfly. Suppose I name it Ferdinand. Then Ferdinand has 
existence in the mind. Suppose further I report a dream I 
had about Ferdinand. Is this a case where I am (in the rele- 
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vant way) predicating dream existence of a being presup- 
posed to exist in the understanding? No. For the statement 
that I dreamt about the being Ferdinand that I imagined 
yesterday has the implication that any similar dream state- 
ment has—it entails that I really did have a dream. But to be 
parallel to the fiction case, it can have no such implication. 
So how can I predicate dream existence of a being presup- 
posed to exist in the mind? 

The crucial case, however, is that of predicating real exist- 
ence of a being B presupposed to exist in the understanding. 
Now the result of the predication is not, according to Alston, 
to entail that B really exists. Must we say that B, which 
exists in the understanding, is thought of as existing in 
reality? 

On this interpretation Anselm’s conclusion would be equiv- 
alent to the proposition that 


(c) God exists in the understanding and is thought of as 
existing in reality. 


Now Alston concedes that the conclusion of Anselm’s argu- 
ment, if he is predicating real existence of a being existing in 
the understanding, is necessarily true. And of course (c) is 
not necessarily true; it entails that someone believes that God 
exists in reality, which is certainly contingent. So apparently 
the statement Anselm makes when he predicates real exist- 
ence of a being that exists in the understanding—the state- 
ment “the logical status of which sharply distinguishes it from 
an ordinary statement of real existence and prevents it from 
having the sort of religious significance for the sake of which 
the conclusion was sought”—is not (c). But what statement is 
it? What statement is it that results when Anselm predicates 
teal existence of a being he presupposes to exist in the 
understanding? 

Perhaps, then, we should understand Alston as holding that 
one cannot predicate real existence of a being presupposed to 
exist in the understanding. At any rate he certainly means to 
hold that one cannot assert a proposition entailing that such 
a being really exists by predicating real existence of it. Why 
not? “It seems,” Alston says, “to be a defining feature of all 
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nonreal modes of existence that any statement about some- 
thing Which exists in such a mode will have no implications 
with respect to real things, except for its real correlate and 
any implications that might have.” How are we to take “im- 
plication” here? In explaining the notion of “real correlates,” 
Alston points out that any statement about some being that 
exists in a nonreal mode entails the real existence of the real 
correlate of that thing. So presumably we can read “implica- 
tions” in the quoted statement above as “entailments.” So 
taken, the principle needs more careful statement. For pre- 
sumably I am no part of the real correlate of Cerberus; but 
the proposition Cerberus is my favorite beast of fable is 
about Cerberus and entails that I exist. Similarly for such a 
statement as More books have been written about Hamlet 
than about Lyndon Johnson; this is about Hamlet and en- 
tails something about Lyndon Johnson. Further, a man may 
mistakenly believe that Cerberus really exists; in that case, no 
doubt, he might assert that Boston was once really visited by 
the chimera. Boston is certainly not the real correlate of 
Cerberus. 

We might note with respect to the first difficulty that the 
counter-examples are about me and Lyndon Johnson as well 
as the chimera and Hamlet; they are not merely about beings 
existing in some nonreal mode. And the second difficulty can 
be met as follows: what is important here is not whether 
the being in question exists in some nonreal mode, but 
whether the statement in question (or the maker of that 
statement) presupposes that it does. Hence Alston’s principle 
can be restated: 


(di) If p is any statement merely about some being pre- 
supposed to have existence in some nonreal mode, 
then any statement about real things entailed by p 
will be about the real correlate of p’s subject. 


There is another perplexing matter here, however. Why is 
it that a statement cannot presuppose both existence in real- 
ity and existence in the understanding for its subject? It is 
clear, I think, that many beings exist both in the understand- 
ing (as Alston understands that phrase) and in reality. For 
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Alston apparently means to use that phrase in pretty much 
the way Anselm does; but in the latter’s use, from the fact 
that someone hears and understands the name “the Taj 
Mahal,” it follows that the Taj Mahal exists in the under- 
standing. But of course it also exists in reality; so many things 
exist both in reality and in the understanding. Anselm’s proof 
is designed to show that God has just this status. But if be- 
ings often exist both in the understanding and in reality, 
there seems to be no reason why a statement might not pre- 
suppose such dual existence for its subject: a statement like 
The Taj Mahal is generally but mistakenly believed to be 
pink is a good candidate for this status. Such a statement, of 
course, is about a being presupposed to have existence in the 
understanding; nevertheless it entails that the Taj Mahal 
really is not pink. But no doubt (d) can easily be restated 
so as to accommodate this matter: 


(dz) If p is a statement merely about some being presup- 
posed to have some nonreal mode of existence, but 
not presupposed to have existence in reality, then 
any statement about real things entailed by p will 
be about the real correlate of p’s subject. 


Is (dz) true? There is a question about entailment that 
must be resolved before we can tell. If we take it that p en- 
tails q if the conjunction of p with the denial of q is neces- 
sarily false, then any necessary statement is entailed by any 
statement whatever. Now Alston does not believe that what 
he says constitutes an argument against the existence of nec- 
essary existential statements. But if we construe entailment 
as above, a consequence of (dz) is that there are no necessary 
existential statements, i.e. necessary statements attributing 
teal existence to something. For any necessary existential 
statement (e.g. There is a least prime number) would then 
be entailed by any statement at all and hence by any state- 
ment merely about a being for which some nonreal mode of 
existence was presupposed. It follows from (d2) that any 
statement about the real world entailed by such a statement 
would be about the real correlate of the statement’s subject; 
the least prime is not, presumably, the real correlate of any 
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such statement; hence There is a least prime—which is cer- 
tainly a necessary existential statement if there are any at all 
—could not be both necessary and existential. . . .} 

If we characterize entailment as I have been suggesting, 
(d2) has the consequence that there are no necessary proposi- 
tions asserting real existence. But perhaps we can take ad- 
vantage of the difference between entailment and formal 
entailment to restate (d2) as (d3): 


(d3) If p is any statement merely about a being presup- 
posed to have existence in some nonreal mode (but 
not presupposed to have existence in reality as well), 
then any statement about real things formally en- 
tailed by p will be about the real correlate of p’s 
subject.? 


It does not follow from (d3) that there are no necessary 
existential propositions. This is small consolation, however, 
for Anselm can accept this version of (d) with utter equa- 
nimity. He maintains not that God exists in reality formally 
follows from God exists in the understanding alone, but that 
it follows from the latter statement together with the princi- 
ple that existence in reality is greater than existence in the 
understanding alone. And this principle, while no doubt 
necessarily true according to Anselm, need not be supposed to 
be a truth of logic. Accordingly, Anselm is not refuted by the 
observation that God exists in reality is not formally entailed 
by God exists in the understanding. And of course it is obvi- 
ous that we cannot strengthen (d3) by replacing its conse- 
quent with “then any statement about real things formally 
entailed by the conjunction of p with any necessary statement 
will be about the real correlate of p’s subject.” For then once 
more the principle will entail that there are no necessary 


1[In the section omitted, the author supports the view that a nec- 
essary statement is entailed by any statement.] 

2 (“Formal entailment” is used in such a way that p formally en- 
tails q if, and only if, a contradiction can be deduced from p and 
not-q by means of the laws of logic alone.] 
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existential statements; so revised the principle is equivalent 
to (d2).... 

The project of finding a satisfactory statement of (d)—i.e. 
one that will defeat Anselm’s argument but not entail that 
there are no necessary existential statements—is beginning to 
look pretty implausible. But suppose we did have an adequate 
statement of it. Why should we accept it? What are the 
reasons in its favor? Alston does not explicitly argue for (d); 
his procedure is to give some examples (pp. 290-291) that 
illustrate it. Presumably he hopes that in reflecting upon 
these examples we will be led to see that the principle holds 
quite generally. And, indeed, the examples do illustrate the 
principle; restricted to cases of the sort the examples typify, 
the principle would be sound. But as a perfectly general 
principle, it seems to be without support and without a great 
deal of initial plausibility; it is hard to see that Anselm, for 
example, ought to feel even the smallest obligation to ac- 
cept it. 

Alston’s objection to Anselm’s argument could be encap- 
sulated, I said, in the following two premisses: 


(a) Anselm’s argument is successful only if it treats exist- 
ence as a predicate by predicating real existence of a 
being assumed to have existence in the understanding, 

and 

(b) No statement about a being presupposed to have ex- 
istence in the understanding entails that it really 
exists. 


We have found reason to mistrust (b); (a), it seems to me, is 
also dubious. For Anselm proposes to show that the proposi- 
tion God exists in reality is true by showing that God exists 
in the understanding but does not in reality is necessarily 
false. And if Anselm is treating real existence as a predicate 
merely by arguing that God exists in the understanding but 
not in reality is necessarily false, then anyone, in arguing that 
any proposition of the form x exists in the understanding but 
not in reality is necessarily false, is guilty of the same indis- 
cretion. Now Alston is not prepared to argue that there are 
no necessary existential statements. But if he did think that 
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one can argue for the necessary falsity of a proposition of the 
above form only by treating real existence as a predicate, 
then he would have an argument for the conclusion that there 
are no necessary existential propositions (or at least that no 
one can soundly argue for the necessary truth of any exis- 
tential statement). For suppose a given proposition p is a 
necessary existential proposition; then the proposition that 
the subject of p exists in the understanding but not in reality 
will be necessarily false. Hence any argument for the neces- 
sary truth of an existential proposition will yield an argument 
for the necessary falsity of a proposition of the form x exists 
in the understanding but not in reality. And so it is not easy 
to see why Alston believes that Anselm’s procedure involves 
treating existence in reality as a predicate. Whether or not it 
is a predicate, there will be necessarily false statements of the 
form x exists in the understanding but not in reality. But if 
so, a man is not treating existence in reality as a predicate 
simply in arguing that God exists in the understanding but 
not in reality is necessarily false. 

Finally, Anselm’s argument can easily be restated so that 
the notion of existence in the understanding plays no part in 
it, in which case it cannot be thought to involve predicating 
real existence of a being presupposed to exist in the under- 
standing: 


(1) Suppose that the being than which it is not possible 
that there be a greater does not exist (assumption for 
reductio). 

(2) Any existent being is greater than any non-existent 
being. 

(3) The Taj Mahal exists. 

(4) Hence the Taj Mahal is greater than the being than 
which it is not possible that there be a greater (1, 


2:3). 


(4) is necessarily false; hence the conjunction of (1), (2) 
and (3) is necessarily false. (2) is necessarily true. Therefore, 
the conjunction of (1) and (3) is necessarily false; and so 
The Taj Mahal exists entails The being than which none 
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greater can be conceived exists. But the former proposition is 
obviously true; hence the latter is, too. 

We have no reason to believe, therefore, either that exist- 
ence in reality cannot be predicated of a being presupposed 
to exist in the understanding, or that Anselm’s argument 
necessarily involves predicating real existence of such a being. 
I think the conclusion to be drawn is that we do not yet 
have a general refutation of Anselm’s ontological argument. 


DESCARTES’S PROOF 
THAT HIS ESSENCE IS THINKING 


NORMAN MALCOLM 


1. Sum res cogitans. It is not difficult to understand Des- 
carttes’s conviction that by means of his “first principle,” 
cogito ergo sum, he had proved his own existence with cer- 
tainty. It is more difficult to understand how he moves from 
the thesis that since he thinks therefore his existence is cer- 
tain, to the thesis that his nature is nothing but thinking and 
he is entirely distinct from body.} His critic, Hobbes, regarded 
the transition from cogito ergo sum to sum res cogitans as ob- 
viously fallacious: it was like saying “I am walking, hence I 
am the walking.”* Another contemporary, Arnauld, was un- 
able to find in the Meditations anything like a sound proof 
of the doctrine sum res cogitans.3 Locke addressed himself to 
the Cartesian view that “actual thinking is as inseparable 
from the soul as actual extension is from the body.”4 He saw 
no support for it save an arbitrary stipulation: “it is but defin- 
ing the soul to be ‘a substance that always thinks,’ and the 


The Philosophical Review, Vol. LXXIV, No. 3, July 1965, pp. 
315-338. Reprinted with the permission of the author and The Phil- 
osophical Review. 

1C, Adam and P. Tannery (eds.), Géuvres de Descartes (Paris, 
1897-1913), VII, ie E. Haldane and G. Ross (eds.), The Philo- 
sophical Works of Descartes (Cambridge, 1931), I, 190. The edition 
of Adam and Tannery is hereafter cited as AT, and that of Haldane 
and Ross as HR. I use the translations of the latter with occasional 
changes. 

2“Sum ambulans, ergo sum ambulatio” (AT VII, 172; HR II, 
61 


Ve 

8 See AT VII, 197-204; HR II, 80-85. 

4John Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, ed. 
by A, C, Fraser (Oxford, 1894), Bk. II, ch. i, sec. g. 
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business is done.”® Locke added this tart comment: “If such 
definition be of any authority, I know not what it can serve 
for but to make many men suspect that they have no souls at 
all; since they find a good part of their lives pass away without 
thinking.’6 

It is not true that the business is done by a mere stipula- 
tion. Descartes supported the doctrine sum res cogitans with 
proofs. But it is true that his explicit arguments do not have 
the force or plausibility that one would expect of the sup- 
ports of a doctrine so central to his system. To many students 
of Descartes, the cogito is both compelling and profound, but 
the subsequent demonstrations in his system, supposedly built 
on the cogito, are unconvincing.7 

I will propose that Descartes’s doctrine that his essential 
nature is thinking is based on a line of thought, not explicitly 
stated but suggested in various passages, which does have an 
impressive appearance of cogency. If we attribute this line of 
thought to Descartes we shall find it easily intelligible that 
the lucid philosopher should have drawn the conclusion that 
he was “a substance the whole essence or nature of which is 
to think.”8 I am interested in Descartes for his own sake: but 
also I want to understand better what it is that makes his 
dualism of mind and body a persuasive doctrine, despite the 
unsatisfactory character of his explicit proofs of it. 


2. Discovering what I am. Having made certain that he is, 
Descartes undertakes to find out what he is. “I know that I 
exist, and I inquire what I am, I whom I know to exist.”® He 
says that he will examine himself attentively.1° “I must be 
careful to see that I do not imprudently take some other ob- 


5 Ibid., sec. 19. 

8 Ibid. 

7 Speaking of Descartes and the cogito, Jaspers says: “Er kann 
von dieser Gewissheit aus keinen weiteren Schritt zu neuer Gewissheit 
tun, der den gleichen Character zwingender Evidenz hatte.” See Karl 
Jaspers, Descartes und die Philosophie (2d ed.; Berlin, 1948), p. 18. 

8 AT VI, 33; HR I, 101. 

8 AT VII, 27; HR I, 152. 

10 AT VI, 32 (“examinant avec attention ce que j étais”); HR I, 
101, 
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ject in place of myself.”11 Descartes is trying to pick out, from 
various candidates, that which he is. He is searching for that 
which “pertains” to him or “cannot be separated” from him.12 
In the language of the Principles, he is trying to discern his 
“principal attribute” or “principal property.”!3 Or, as Des- 
cartes also puts it, he is trying to discover his “essence” or 
“nature.” 

Descartes does not explicitly define the terms “essence” or 
“nature.” He does say that “nothing without which a thing 
can still exist is comprised in its essence.”!4 The essence of a 
thing, he is saying, contains only what is necessary for the 
existence of the thing. Does the essence of a thing contain 
everything that is necessary for the existence of the thing? 
Descartes does not say. But one would think so, for otherwise 
the essence of a thing would fail to contain something that 
was essential to that thing—which seems like a contradiction 
in terms. If the essence of a thing contains all that is necessary 
for the existence of that thing, does it follow that the essence 
of a thing is sufficient (as well as necessary) for the existence 
of that thing? Apparently not. For if it were so, then the 
essence of anything would imply the existence of that thing; 
but according to Descartes, this is true only of the essence 
of God. 


11 AT VII, 25; HR I, 150; italics added. 

12 AT VI, 26-27; HR I, 151. 

13 “Fach substance has a principal attribute’ (AT VIII, 25; HR 
I, 240). It is often said that Descartes uncritically assumed that the 
“1” in “I think” stands for a substance. He defined a substance as 
“a thing which so exists that it needs no other thing in order to 
exist” (AT VIII, 24; HR I, 239). If he can prove that his essence 
is solely thinking, and that his existence requires “no world nor 
place,” it would appear to follow that he “needs no other thing in 
order to exist,” i.e. he is a substance. Certainly we should not at- 
tribute to Descartes an unreflective assumption on this point. 

14 AT VII, 219; HR II, 97. 

15 AT VII, 68; HR I, 182. AT VIII, 10; HR I, 225. Gilson says 
that, for Descartes, the essence of a thing constitutes the thing in 
itself; the essence of a thing is inseparable from the thing: E. Gilson, 
Discours de la Methode: Texte et Commentaire (Paris, 1947), 
p. 305. There is a problem here. Descartes certainly would hold that 
you and I have the same essence, namely, thinking. You can prove 
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3. A criterion for determining my essence. It is helpful to 
think of Descartes’s procedure in terms of an analogy with 
sense perception. He has discovered an object, himself; and 
now he is studying himself attentively in order to make out 
what his nature is. Descartes states explicitly, of course, that 
this investigation of himself is not sense perception: “I shall 
call away all my senses.”18 What I value in the analogy is 
the picture of a man studying an object in order to make out 
what it is: “considering my own nature, I shall try little by 
little to reach a better knowledge of and a more familiar ac- 
quaintanceship with myself.”?7 

Although Descartes would deny that the essence of a thing 
is sufficient for the existence of the thing (except in the case 
of God), he could hold that if there is an existing thing O, 
and if there is something FE, such that if one perceives E, 
necessarily one perceives O and if one perceives O, necessarily 
one perceives E, then E is the essence of O. With regard to 
the existing thing, himself, Descartes could hold that if there 
is something x, such that if he perceives x, necessarily he per- 
ceives himself and if he perceives himself, necessarily he per- 
ceives x, then x is his essence. My hypothesis will be that 
Descartes did hold this view. This hypothesis will suggest a 
route that could have taken Descartes from the cogito to the 
doctrine sum res cogitans. 

For my purpose it is not necessary to fasten exclusively on 
the verb “perceive.” Some other verbs of cognition, such as 


that your essence is thinking just as readily as I can prove that my 
essence is thinking. But from the fact that thinking exists it does 
not follow that you exist, any more than it follows from the fact 
that I exist. In this obvious sense, thinking is separable from you 
and also from me. The essence of a thing, therefore, is separable 
from the thing; or else thinking is not our essence. 

I mention this problem only to leave it. Descartes does not discuss 
the question of how there can be numerically different selves with 
the same essence. This cannot be provided for, on his view, by a 
difference in bodies or by different locations in space. He did not 
try to set forth any criteria for the identity and difference of selves, 
and it is problematic whether he could have done it. 

16 AT VII, 34; HR I, 157. 

17 bid. 
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“be aware of” or “apprehend,” can be substituted for “per- 
ceive.” We must constantly remind ourselves of Descartes’s 
frame of thought. He has proved with certainty that he him- 
self exists. He is now going to make himself or his existence 
the object of his attention and study. In a striking passage 
Descartes says that in the cogito one’s own existence is some- 
thing known per se: one sees it by a simple act of the mind.18 
He will hold himself (or his existence) before his mental 
vision. As he observes himself, he will be aware of something 
which will be what he is, what he consists of, what he can be 
defined to be. 

My suggestion is that Descartes employed the following 
principle as a criterion for determining his essential nature: 


G. x is my essence if it is the case that if I am aware of 
x then (necessarily) I am aware of myself and if I am 
aware of myself then (necessarily) I am aware of x.1® 


In speaking of the perception, awareness, or knowledge that 
arises out of the cogito, Descartes sometimes calls it a knowl- 
edge of himself,2° sometimes a knowledge of his existence,?1 
and more frequently a knowledge, perception, or awareness 
that he exists. I shall take the liberty of treating the phrases 
“aware of myself,” “aware of my existence,” and “aware that 
I exist,” as equivalent in principle G. 


18 AT VII, 140; HR II, 38. French version: “Lorsque quelqu’un 
dit: je pense, donc je suis, ou j’existe, il ne conclut pas son existence 
de sa pensée comme par la force de quelque syllogisme, mais comme 
une chose connue de soi: il la voit par une simple inspection de 
Tesprit” (AT IX, 110). 

18 A restriction must be placed on the scope of the variable x in 
this formula, to prevent a silly result. If the value myself were sub- 
stituted for x, the result would be that my essence is myself. The 
term “essence” is not used that way. The value substituted for x 
should be something of which I could be said to “consist”: I cannot 
be said to consist of myself. Without trying to specify further what 
this requirement might mean, we can at least take the precaution 
of stipulating that x cannot take myself as a value. 

20 AT VII, 28; HR I, 152. French version: “cette connaissance 
que j ai de moi-méme” (AT IX, 22). 

21See note 18 above, 


Descartes’s Proof that His Essence is Thinking 317 


4. If I am aware of thinking I am aware of myself. Let us 
consider whether thinking fulfills the first condition contained 
in principle G. Is it true that if I am aware of thinking then 
necessarily I am aware of myself or aware that I exist? It 
should be remembered that Descartes uses the verbs cogitare 
and penser in a far wider sense than that in which the English 
verb “think” is used.22 To feel or to seem to oneself to feel 
any sensation (for example, to seem to feel heat),?3 to 
doubt, to deny, to imagine, to will, to be actively aware of 
anything, would be “to think,” in Descartes’s broad use of 
cogitare. It should also be noted that Descartes holds that 
we are aware of every thought we have: “Thought is a word 
that covers everything that exists in us in such a way that we 


22 Some commentators claim that this wide usage was common in 
the everyday French of the 17th century and in medieval Latin. (See 
A. Koyré’s introduction to Descartes’ Philosophical Writings, ed. by 
E, Anscombe and P. Geach [Edinburgh, 1954], p. xxxvu; cf. the 
Translators’ Note, p. xlvii.) Whether or not this is so, I can see a 
purely philosophical basis for Descartes’s broad use of cogitare and 
penser. Descartes says: “Of my thoughts some are, so to speak, 
images of the things, and to these alone is the title ‘idea’ properly 
applied; examples are my thought of a man or of a chimera, of 
heaven, of an angel, or of God. But other thoughts possess other 
forms as well. For example in willing, fearing, approving, denying, 
though I always perceive (apprehendo) something as the object of 
my thought (ut subjectum meae cogitationis), yet by this action I 
always add something else to the idea which I have of that thing; 
and of the thoughts of this kind some are called volitions or affec- 
tions, and others judgments” (AT VII, 37; HR I, 159; italics 
added). In logic and grammar subjectum means “that which is 
spoken of.” It seems fair to translate subjectum meae cogitationis as 
“the object of my thought.” What Descartes holds is that if I 
am imagining, or willing, or sensing, or feeling, etc., there is always 
an object before my mind, an object of direct awareness. If I approve 
of something, for example, there is an object of awareness, plus some 
further “‘attitude.” The same holds for all other mental events. What 
is common to all of them is that there is an object of awareness. 
It is natural to call that state of affairs in which something is directly 
before the mind as an object, thought, or thinking. Thus it is intel- 
ligible and plausible that Descartes should have regarded all forms of 
consciousness as species of thinking, regardless of the contemporary 
popular and philosophical usage of penser and cogitare. 

23 AT VII, 29; HR I, 153. 
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are immediately conscious of it.”24 As a result of these two 
points it is true that, for Descartes, if J am aware of anything 
then J am thinking, and so if I am aware of thinking then I 
am thinking; and if I am thinking I am aware of thinking. 

Does Descartes hold that whenever I think I am aware of 
myself (or aware that I exist)? If he does, then he is com- 
mitted to holding that I am aware of myself at every mo- 
ment: for he holds that I am thinking at every moment.?5 
Surely it is unlikely, one will think, that Descartes would 
have believed that at every moment of my life I have the 
actual thought I exist. But metaphysical philosophy does not 
obtain its inspiration from common sense, Let us consider 
whether there is any evidence that Descartes did hold that 
every moment of my life I am aware of myself (or of my 
existence, or that I exist). 

The evidence from his writings is not decisive. In The 
Search After Truth Polyander says: “If I did not think, I 
could not know whether I doubt or exist. Yet I am, and I 
know that I am, and I know it because I doubt, that is to say 
because I think. And better, it might be that if I ceased for 
an instant to think I should cease at the same time to be.”6 
These remarks could be taken as suggesting the view that to 
know that one exists it is sufficient to think. In the Second 
Meditation Descartes says: “I am, I exist, that is certain. But 
how long? As long as I think; for it might possibly be the 
case that if I ceased entirely to think, I should likewise 
cease altogether to exist.”27 Here Descartes might be saying 
that as long as he thinks, and only when he thinks, is it certain 
that he exists. But the passage is difficult. In Discourse IV 
he says: “I saw from the very fact that I thought of doubting 
the truth of other things, it very evidently and certainly fol- 
lowed that I was; on the other hand, if I had only ceased 


24AT VII, 160; HR II, 52. 

25 Letter to Gibieuf, 19 January 1642 (AT III, 478). 

26 AT X, 521; HR I, 322. 

27AT VII, 27; HR I, 151-152. I follow Hintikka in reading 
Quandiu autem? as “But how long?,” and Nempe quandiu as “As 
long as” (Jaakko Hintikka, “Cogito, Ergo Sum: Inference or Per- 
formance?,” p. 129). 
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from thinking, even if all the rest of what I had ever imagined 
had really existed, I should have no reason for thinking that 
I had existed.”28 When he is not thinking, he “has no reason 
for thinking” he exists. What this suggests is that whenever 
he is thinking, he does have a “reason for thinking” he exists. 
But still, one does not actually think at every moment of all 
the reasons one has for believing various things; so this re- 
mark need not imply that one is always thinking of a reason 
for thinking one exists. 

Descartes’s own statements admittedly do not provide 
strong evidence for his having held that whenever IJ think I 
am aware that I exist. I believe it is plausible, however, that 
he would be drawn to accept this doctrine. This is partly be- 
cause the best support for his principle “I think ergo I exist” 
is at the same time a support for the principle “I think ergo I 
am aware that I exist.” I shall explain this later (Sections 
14-16) and shall assume for the present that Descartes 
would admit that whenever I am thinking I am aware that 
I exist. 

Assuming this to be so, thinking fulfills the first condition 
of principle G, namely, if I am aware of thinking I am aware 
of myself. For Descartes would agree that if I am aware of 
thinking then I am thinking, and (by our assumption) that 
if I am thinking I am aware of myself. It follows that if I 
am aware of thinking I am aware of myself. 


5. If I am aware of myself I am aware of thinking. It is 
easy to see that the second condition of principle G holds 
for thinking. According to Descartes, we are aware of every 
thought we have. Being aware of myself would be a particular 
example of thinking. Therefore, if I am aware of myself I 
am aware of thinking. 


6. Thinking is my essence. Thinking satisfies the two con- 
ditions of principle G and is therefore proved to be my es- 
sence. The reasoning by which this result is achieved would 


28 AT VI, 32-33; HR I, 101. For further evidence on the point 
at issue see note 60 below. 
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be very natural for Descartes, and also it appears to be 
T1gOrous. 

To recapitulate: Descartes’s first step in rebuilding the 
structure of human knowledge is to prove that a particular 
thing exists, namely, himself. Next he seeks to find out the 
nature of this thing. He proceeds to deduce by highly intui- 
tive principles and with every appearance of cogency that 
what constitutes the nature of this thing (himself) is think- 
ing. For he is aware of himself if and only if he is aware of 
thinking. 

This method of proving the doctrine sum res cogitans was 
not explicitly formulated by Descartes, and so my attribution 
of it to him is necessarily a conjecture. But if we assume 
that this line of thought lay unclearly in his mind, it be- 
comes easier to understand the passage in the Discourse 
where he first announces his discovery of the separateness of 
mind and body: 


And then, examining attentively that which I was, I 
saw that I could conceive that I had no body, and that 
there was no world nor place where I might be; but yet 
that I could not for all that conceive that I was not. On 
the contrary, I saw from the very fact that I thought of 
doubting the truth of other things, it very evidently and 
certainly followed that I was; on the other hand if I had 
only ceased from thinking, even if all the rest of what I 
had ever imagined had really existed, I should have no 
reason for thinking that I had existed. From that I knew 
that I was a substance the whole essence or nature of 
which is to think, and that for its existence there is no 
need of any place, nor does it depend on any material 
thing: so that this “me,” that is to say, the soul by which 
I am what I am, is entirely distinct from body, and is 
even more easy to know than is the latter; and even if 
body were not, the soul would not cease to be what it 
1s,29 


The line of thought that I am attributing to Descartes 
would also help to make intelligible the otherwise puzzling 
passage in Meditation VI: “Just because I know certainly that 


29 Ibid.; italics added. 


Descartes’s Proof that His Essence is Thinking 321 


I exist, and that meanwhile I do not notice (animadvertam) 
that any other thing necessarily pertains to my nature or 
essence, excepting that I am a thinking thing, I rightly con- 
clude that my essence consists solely in the fact that I am a 
thinking thing.”3° 

It is evident that body or my body cannot satisfy both 
conditions of principle G. To be sure, if I am aware of my 
body (or indeed of anything) then, according to Descartes, 
I am aware of myself. But it is false that if I am aware of 
myself then necessarily I am aware of my body. It is not 
difficult to imagine cases in which a man is not aware of his 
body, or is not even sure that he has a body (suppose he has 
lost all sensory power and feeling): yet he can still think to 
himself “Ego sum, ego existo.” Descartes can be aware of 
himself even if he is not aware of anything corporeal. The 
criterion provided by principle G cannot give the result that 
any corporeal thing is his essence. Since it does give the result 
that thinking is his essence, and since a substance can have 
no more than one essence, Descartes is apparently entitled 
to hold that he is “entirely and absolutely distinct” from his 
body “and can exist without it.”’31 


7. I do not know that body pertains to my nature, ergo 
it does not. In the Preface to the Reader, which Descartes 
published with the Meditations, he takes note of a criticism 
that had been made of his previously published Discourse on 
the Method. The criticism, he states, is that “it does not 
follow from the fact that the human mind reflecting on itself 
does not perceive itself to be other than a thing that thinks, 
that its nature or its essence consists only in its being a thing 
that thinks, in the sense that this word only excludes all other 
things which might also be supposed to pertain to the nature 
of the soul.” Descartes goes on to remark: “To this objection 
I reply that it was not my intention in that place [the 
Discourse] to exclude these in accordance with the order that 
looks to the truth of the matter (as to which I was not then 


30 AT VII, 78; HR I, 190. 
31 [bid. 
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dealing), but only in accordance with the order of my per- 
ception (perceptionem): thus my meaning was that so far as 
I was aware, I knew nothing clearly as belonging to my es- 
sence, excepting that I was a thing that thinks, or a thing 
that has in itself the faculty of thinking. But I shall show 
hereafter how from the fact that I know no other thing which 
pertains to my essence, it follows that there is no other thing 
which really does belong to it.”32 

Descartes gives here a wrong account of his intentions in 
the Discourse. If one examines the passage from the Dis- 
course quoted in the preceding section, one sees that Des- 
cartes was not asserting merely that “so far as I was aware, 
I knew nothing clearly as belonging to my essence, except 
that I was a thing that thinks.” On the contrary he asserts, 
categorically and without qualification, “I knew that I was a 
substance the whole essence or nature of which is to think.”83 

But for my purpose the chief interest of the passage from 
the Preface is to show that Descartes does maintain that 
from the fact that he knows of nothing other than thinking 
that pertains to his essence, it follows that nothing else does 
pertain to it. 

Arnauld acutely criticized Descartes’s proof, in the Medi- 
tations, that his nature was solely thinking. Arnauld’s main 
point is that one may not know that y is essential to x, and 
yet it may be true that y is essential to x. By reasoning that 
is parallel to Descartes’s, says Arnauld, a man would be en- 
titled to argue as follows: “While I clearly and distinctly 
perceive that this triangle is right-angled, I yet doubt whether 
the square on its base is equal to the squares on its sides. 
Hence the equality of the square on the base to those 
on the sides does not belong to its essence.”8+ How can it 
follow, asks Arnauld, “from the fact that one is unaware 
that anything else belongs to one’s essence, except that one 
is a thinking being, that nothing else really belongs to one’s 
essence’ ?35 


82 AT VII, 7-8; HR I, 137-138; italics added. 
33 AT VI, 33; HR I, 101. 

84 AT VII, 201-202; HR II, 83. 

85 AT VII, 199; HR UL, 81. 
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If one understands Descartes’s “argument from ignorance,” 
as one might want to call it, in the way that Descartes him- 
self states it in the Preface6 and in the way that Amauld 
restates it, then it is obviously fallacious. From the fact 
that one does not know of anything other than y that is es- 
sential to x, it does not follow that nothing else is essential. 

If, however, we conceive of Descartes as reasoning in ac- 
cordance with principle G, as previously described, then his 
proof is no longer obviously fallacious. On the contrary it 
seems flawless. And also it no longer appears to be an argu- 
ment from ignorance. We can understand why Descartes, who 
sought to introduce the rigor of mathematics into meta- 
physics, and who believed that he had “very exact demon- 
strations’’7 of everything in the Meditations, was so confi- 
dent that he had discovered his essential nature. In replying 
to Arnauld he says: “Although perhaps there is much in me 
of which I have no knowledge. . . yet since that which I am 
aware of in myself is sufficient to allow of my existing with 
it as my sole possession, I am certain that God could have 
created me without giving me those other things of which 
I am not yet aware.”38 Descartes was sure that he could 
exist with thinking as his sole possession, because his per- 
ception of thinking was seen by him to be both a necessary 
and sufficient condition of his perception of himself. 


8. I have a clear and distinct idea of mind apart from 
body. Descartes remarks in several piaces that it is not proved 
until the Sixth Meditation that mind is distinct from body.3® 
The proof occurring in this Meditation is that since he has 
a clear and distinct idea of himself “as only a thinking and 
unextended thing” (quatenus sum tantum res cogitans, non 
extensa),#9 God’s omnipotence could make him exist apart 
from body, and therefore he is distinct from body. 


36 AT VII, 8; HR I, 138. 

37 AT VII, 13; HR I, 140. 

88 AT VII, 219; HR II, 97; italics added. 

39 Eg, AT VII, 13; HR I, 140-141. AT VU, 175; HR I, 63. 
AT VII, 131; HR II, 32. 

40 AT VII, 78; HR I, 190. Cf. AT VII, 169-170; HR I, 59. 
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It is necessary to ask what assures Descartes that he has a 
clear and distinct idea (conception, perception) of himself 
as an unextended thing. If this is merely a dogmatic asser- 
tion, then the proof from clear and distinct ideas has no 
value. It would be unlike Descartes and contrary to his aims 
to be dogmatic on so crucial a point. He needs an objective 
proof that he has a clear and distinct idea of himself as an 
unextended thing. On our present interpretation, this first 
premise of the argument from clear and distinct ideas is 
established as true by Descartes’s demonstrative proof that 
he is aware of himself when and only when he is aware of 
thinking. Awareness of body does not come into it. This 
would seem to be as good a proof as could be demanded that 
he has a clear and distinct perception of himself as solely 
a thinking thing. 


9. Why Descartes declares that the separateness of mind 
from body is not proved until the Sixth Meditation. In 
support of the suggestion that Descartes employed the ctri- 
terion of principle G to determine his essence, I cited evi- 
dence from the Fourth Discourse and the Second Medi- 
tation. But since Descartes declares that he has not proved 
the separateness of mind from body until the Sixth Medi- 
tation, docs not this destroy that evidence and refute my 
suggestion? 

No. What is delayed until the Sixth Meditation is the 
resolution of the radical doubt as to whether our clear and 
distinct perceptions (ideas, conceptions) may not be mis- 
taken. This is a doubt as to whether there is any correspond- 
ence at all between reality and our clear and distinct per- 
ceptions. Having proved that there is a God, and that all 
things depend on Him, and that He is not a deceiver, Des- 
cartes deduces, at the end of Meditation V, that “what I 
perceive clearly and distinctly cannot fail to be true.”*! 
Armed with this conclusion, Descartes can then assert, in 
Meditation VI, that “it suffices that I am able to apprehend 
one thing apart from another clearly and distinctly in order 


41 AT VII, 70; HR I, 184. 
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to be certain that the one is different from the other.’42 
Since he has previously determined that he perceives himself 
clearly and distinctly as “only a thinking and unextended 
thing,” he deduces that in reality he is a distinct thing from 
his body.*3 

Our interpretation is not concerned with his radical, meta- 
physical doubt but only with his assertion that he has a clear 
and distinct perception of himself as solely a thinking thing. 
Since this assertion is made both in Discourse IV and 
Meditation II, we are warranted in drawing evidence for our 
interpretation from those texts.44 


10. The indivisibility of the mind. In Meditation VI 
Descartes has a supplementary argument for the separate- 
ness of mind and body, which would be sufficient, he says, 
to prove that “the mind or soul of man is entirely different 
from the body,” if he had not already proved it by his argu- 
ment from clear and distinct ideas.45 His additional argu- 
ment is that body is divisible and mind is indivisible. “When 


42 AT VII, 75; HR I, 190. 

43 Thid. 

44 My interpretation disagrees with that of Hamelin, who says of 
Descartes’s position in Meditation IH, “S’il dit qwil est une chose 
qui pense, cela signifie qu'il n’est autorisé pour le moment a se con- 
sidérer que comme une chose qui pense.” O. Hamelin, Le Systeme 
de Descartes (Paris, 1911), p. 127. We have seen that in Dis- 
course IV Descartes asserts, without qualification, that his whole 
essence is to think (sec. 7, above). In Meditation I he says: “I do 
not now admit anything which is not necessarily true: to speak 
accurately I am only (tantum) a thing which thinks” (AT VII, 27; 
HR I, 152). The assertion is again unqualified. I suspect that two 
things, mainly, have prevented Hamelin and other commentators 
from taking these assertions literally: first, the postponing of the 
final resolution of the radical, metaphysical doubt until Medita- 
tion VI; second, a failure to perceive how Descartes could have be- 
lieved that he had proved, in Meditation II and Discourse IV, that 
(leaving aside the metaphysical doubt) his nature is solely thinking. 
The result is the view that in the Discourse and Meditation IT, 
Descartes did not assert that he really is nothing but a thing which 
thinks. Descartes’s own misinterpretation of the Discourse (see 
sec. 7 above) also helps to make this view attractive. 

45 AT VII, 86; TiR I, 196. 
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I consider the mind, that is to say, myself inasmuch as I am 
only a thinking thing, I cannot distinguish in myself any 
parts, but apprehend myself to be clearly one and entire; and 
although the whole mind seems to be united to the whole 
body, yet if a foot, or an arm, or some other part, is sepa- 
rated from my body, I am aware that nothing has been taken 
away from my mind.”46 In the Synopsis of the Meditations 
Descartes declares that “we are not able to conceive of the 
half of a mind as we can do of the smallest of all bodies; so 
that we see that not only are their natures different but even 
in some respects contrary to one another.’47 

This supplementary argument is very weak. It is true that 
thinking is not divisible into spatial parts. But neither is 
weight: yet it does not follow that weight is not a property of 
bodies. If Descartes were offering, as an empirical considera- 
tion, the claim that people wno have lost some parts of their 
bodies have found nothing taken away from their minds, it 
would be unconvincing. Has someone who lost his head been 
aware that he suffered no loss of mind? 

Descartes is saying that I am not divisible into spatial 
parts. But that is not so. I can be split in half. Descartes 
would reply that “I” would mean here “my body”: when 
“T” refers only to a thinking and unextended thing, I am not 
divisible into spatial parts. But does “I” ever refer solely to 
a thinking and unextended thing? Descartes needs to establish 
that this is so: therefore he has to rely on his proof that I 
am only a thinking and unextended thing. Thus his “supple- 
mentary” argument is not truly a separate argument: it de- 
pends on his previous argument that I have a clear and dis- 
tinct idea of myself as a thinking and unextended thing. 
This latter argument, we have proposed, relies on the cri- 
terion provided by principle G. 


11. What I can and cannot doubt. Descartes employs the 
technique of doubting everything for which there is any pos- 
sible ground of doubt in order to try to find something that 


46 Ibid, 
47 AT VII, 13; HR I, 142. 
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is certain beyond all possible ground of doubt. He finds that 
he can doubt that he has a body but not that he exists. On 
this difference he constructs still another argument for the 
separateness of mind and body. In the dialogue The Search 
After Truth, Polyander says to Eudoxus: “I know very well 
that what I am inasmuch as J doubt, is in no wise what I call 
my body. And more than that, I do not even know that I 
have a body, since you have shown me that I might doubt 
of it. ... Yet, while entirely setting aside all these sup- 
positions, this will not prevent my being certain that I exist. 
On the contrary, they confirm me yet more in the certainty 
that I exist and that I am not a body; otherwise, doubting of 
my body I should at the same time doubt of myself, and 
this I cannot do.”48 

These remarks contain the following argument, briefly put: 


I can doubt that I have a body. 
I cannot doubt that I exist. 
Ergo, Iam not a body. 


The same argument occurs twice in the Principles.4® In the 
first of these two occurrences the conclusion is, “Body does 
not pertain to my nature” (instead of “I am not a body”); in 
the second it is, “I am distinct from corporeal substance.” In 
the Notae in Programma, the following argument occurs: “I 
wrote that we could not doubt that our mind existed, be- 
cause, from the very fact that we doubted, it followed that 
Our mind existed, but that meantime we might doubt 
whether any material thing existed; whence I deduced and 
demonstrated that mind was clearly perceived by us as an 
existence, or substance, even supposing we had no concept 
whatever of the body, or even denied that any material things 
had existence; and, accordingly, that the concept of mind does 
not involve any concept of body.”5° In Discourse IV there is 
a hint of the same argument,®! but it is conflated with the 


48 AT X, 518; HR I, 319; italics added. 

49 Pt. I, Principles 7 and 8, and Principle 60 (AT VIII, 6-7, 29; 
HR I, 221, 244). 

50 AT VIII, 354; HR I, 440. 

51 See the paragraph from the Discourse quoted in sec. 6 above. 
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test for determining one’s essential nature that is described 
in Section 3 above. There is a suggestion of the argument 
from doubt in the Synopsis of the Meditations,®? although 
there is not much indication of it in the Meditations.53 
This argument is also indicated in the Author’s Letter, which 
serves as a Preface to the Principles: “Thus in considering 
that he who would doubt all things cannot yet doubt that 
he exists while he doubts, and that what reasons so in being 
unable to doubt of itself and yet doubting all else, is not 
what we call our body but what we call our soul or 
thought.”54 


12. Criticism of the argument from doubt. It is sufh- 
ciently evident that Descartes argued from the premise that 
he could doubt the existence of his body but could not doubt 
his own existence, to the conclusion either that he was not his 
body, or that there was no essential connection between him 
and his body. Although the argument is undoubtedly attrac- 
tive, we can prove that it is invalid by constructing arguments 
of parallel form that are plainly invalid. I shali not be con- 
cerned with the truth of the premises but solely with validity 
—that is, with whether the conclusion follows from the 
premises. 

It might be true of a man that he could doubt that he is a 
Grand Master of the Elks but could not doubt that he exists: 
it would not follow that he is not a Grand Master of the 
Elks. It might be true that J could not doubt that Bertrand 
Russell exists but I could doubt that the author of the pam- 
phlet “Why I Am Not a Christian” exists: it would not fol- 
low that Bertrand Russell is not the author of that pamphlet. 

It might be objected that in these counterexamples the 
conclusions are contingent propositions, whereas the conclu- 
sion of Descartes’s argument from doubt was intended to be 
an a prior! proposition—namely, the a priori proposition that 


52 AT VII, 12-13; HR I, 140. 

53 It is worth noting, however, that Arnauld thought that the 
argument from doubt does occur in the Meditations. See AT VII, 
198; HR II, 80. 

54 AT IX, 9-10; HR I, 208. 
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there is no necessary connection between me and a body. 
It might be thought that Descartes’s argument could validly 
prove an a priori conclusion if not a contingent one. But it is 
easy to construct an argument of the same form, which has 
an a priori conclusion, yet is obviously invalid. For example, 
it might be true that I could not doubt that the number 
of people in my living room was 17 (because I had counted 
them carefully) but I could doubt (because I was unconfident 
of my calculation) that the number of people there was equal 
to the only primc number between 13 and 19. The argument 
we are constructing will have the following premises: 


I can doubt that the number is equal to the 
only prime between 13 and 19. 
I cannot doubt that the number is 17. 


Following the model of the argument from doubt, the con- 
clusion will be either: there is no essential connection be- 
tween the number 17 and the number that is equal to the 
only prime between 13 and 19; or: the number 17 is not 
the only prime between 13 and 19. Since the conclusion, in 
either form, is false, whereas the premises could be true, it is 
shown that the form of argument is invalid. The argument 
from doubt is not rendered more valid by being provided 
with an a priori conclusion. 

Descartes’s argument from doubt also makes him vulner- 
able to an argumentum ad hominem. If it were valid to 
argue “I can doubt that my body exists but not that I exist, 
ergo I am not my body,” it would be equally valid to argue 
“I can doubt that there exists a being whose essential nature 
is to think, but I cannot doubt that I exist, ergo I am not 
a being whose essential nature is to think.” Descartes is hoist 
with his own petard! A form of argument that he employs 
to help establish the doctrine sum res cogitans could be used, 
if it were valid, to refute that very doctrine. 


13. Criticism of Descartes’s criterion. Let us turn back to 
study the criterion that Descartes used in his most cogent- 
seeming proof that thinking was his essential nature. As we 
said, the idea behind this criterion is that he will examine 
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himself to find out what he perceives when he perceives him- 
self. His procedure can be presented as the following deduc- 
tive argument: 


G. x is my essence if it is the case that (a) if I am aware of 
x then (necessarily) I am aware of myself, and (b) if I 
am aware of myself then (necessarily) I am aware of x. 
Thinking satisfies these conditions. 

Ergo, thinking is my essence. 


We may think of principle G as being composed of two tests, 
(a) and (b), each of which is to be used to eliminate candi- 
dates for what my essence is, in the sense that any candidate 
failing to satisfy either (a) or (b) thereby fails to satisfy the 
criterion of principle G. Test (a) will be thought of in the 
following way: When I am aware of some candidate, x, I will 
observe whether I am aware of myself (or that I exist). If I 
am not aware that I exist, then x does not satisfy the criterion. 

It is not difficult to see, however, that it would be impos- 
sible for me to make the “observation” that I am not aware 
that I exist. Test (a) cannot serve to eliminate any candi- 
dates. Therefore it is not a genuine test. It is not really a 
method for helping to determine my essence. 


14. Self-defeating utterances. In his brilliant article on 
Descartes’s cogito,5> Professor Jaakko Hintikka makes a case 
for interpreting Descartes’s “I think therefore I exist” as some- 
thing other than a logical inference from “I think” to “I 
exist.” Hintikka calls our attention to the fact that although 
the sentence “Descartes does not exist” is formally consistent, 
it would be absurd for Descartes to utter this sentence in 
order to persuade an auditor, who knew that the speaker was 
Descartes, that Descartes does not exist.56 This utterance, 
or statement, would be “self-defeating,” as Hintikka puts it, 
If now we consider the sentence obtained by substituting 
the personal pronoun “I” for the proper name “Descartes” 


55 Hintikka, op. cit. (See also his “Cogito, Ergo Sum as an In- 
ference and a Performance,” Philosophical Review, LXXII [1963], 


487.) 
66 Hintikka, op. cit., p. 119. 
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(that is, “I do not exist”) we see that the utterance of this 
sentence by anyone would always be self-defeating.57 No 
speaker could, by saying those words, convince anyone (in- 
cluding himself) that what he says is true. Hintikka suggests 
that the principle “I think therefore I exist” should be con- 
ceived, in part at least, as an expression of Descartes’s realiza- 
tion that one’s attempt to say or think that oneself does not 
exist yields a statement that is necessarily self-defeating. 

This is an illuminating interpretation of the cogito. Now 
it can be seen that if the utterance “I do not exist” is self- 
defeating, so is the utterance “I am not aware that I exist.” 

Sometimes a statement of the form “I am not aware that 
p” provides evidence that p is false. My statement “I am not 
aware of a strong odor” could be evidence, for you, that there 
is no strong odor. If I say to you in regard to a figure 
before me, “I am not aware that one side is shorter than the 
other,” this might give you a reason for believing that one 
side is not shorter than the other. My not being aware of 
something can be evidence that the something is not so. 

Suppose, however, that someone has the suspicion that I 
do not exist. By making the statement, “I am not aware that 
I exist,” I cannot verify his suspicion. Quite the contrary. 
And if we imagine (absurdly) that I am uncertain as to 
whether I exist, my declaration to myself, “I am not aware 
that I exist,” would not express anything that could be a 
reason for me to believe that I do not exist. 

It would seem that the purpose of saying “I am not aware 
that p” is either to persuade someone (possibly oneself) that 
p is false, or to express a doubt (including noncommitment) 
that p is true. Certainly one cannot assert p and in the same 
breath assert that one is not aware that p; for example, one 
cannot assert: “It rained yesterday but I am not aware that 
it did.” In saying, “I am not aware that p,” one’s attitude 
toward p must be doubt or denial. 

In the special case in which “I exist” is the value for p, 
the purpose for which a statement of the form “J am not 
aware that p” is made, cannot be achieved. The statement 


57 Ibid., p. 120. 
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“IT am not aware that I exist” has to imply a denial or a 
doubt of the speaker’s own existence—that is, it has to imply 
that it is possible to assert or to think “I do not exist” 
or “Possibly I do not exist.”” Now since these latter statements 
would be self-defeating, therefore the statement “I am not 
aware that I exist” has a second-order, self-defeating charac- 
ter.58 

I believe that the ultimate logical] truth underlying Des- 
cartes’s cogito is the fact that the statement “I do not exist” 
is necessarily self-defeating. If this is so, then Descartes’s 
most formidable argument for holding that his essence 1s 
thinking is derived from the very same foundation that sup- 
ports the cogito. 


15. Further consideration of Descartes’s criterion. We no- 
ticed that Descartes’s criterion of his essential nature can be 
divided into two tests. The idea of test (a) is that when I 
am aware of something, x, I should observe whether I am 
aware that I exist. If I observe that I am not aware that I 
exist, then x does not satisfy the criterion. We saw that the 
self-defeating nature of this “observation” makes it impossible 
for this test to have a negative result. The test will necessarily 
be satisfied for every value of “x,” and so the fact that it 1s 
satished for the value thinking has no tendency to show that 
thinking is my essence. 

The second test contained in Descartes’s criterion is test 
(b): “If I am aware that I exist J am aware of x.” Suppose 
I wanted to determine whether breathing is my essence. 
Breathing will pass test (a), since everything passes it. Let 
us try test (b). If I am aware that I exist, is it necessarily 
the case that I am aware of breathing? No. So breathing is 
eliminated. We noted previously (Section 6) that my body 
is eliminated as a candidate by test (b). 

We know that thinking passes test (b). But why does it? 
This is easily explained. Awareness of anything whatever is 
thinking, in Descartes’s broad use of the term (Section 4). 


58 For a study of various types of “self-defeating” or “indefensi- 
ble” statements, see Hintikka’s book, Knowledge and Belief (Ithaca, 
1962). 
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So if I am aware that I exist, then I am thinking. We noted 
the Cartesian doctrine that if I ami thinking I am aware of 
thinking (ibid.). It follows that if I am aware that I exist I 
am aware of thinking. 

But this analysis reveals that the fact that thinking passes 
test (b) has no tendency to show that it is the essence of 
myself, In the conditional, “If I am aware of myself (aware 
that I exist) then I am aware of thinking,” we can substitute 
anything whatever into the antecedent, in place of the value 
myself, and always obtain a necessarily true proposition. The 
particular value myself is irrelevant to the truth of the con- 
ditional. “If I am aware of breathing then I am aware of 
thinking” is necessarily true. “If I am aware of an old tire 
then I am aware of thinking” is necessarily true. And so on. 
The truth of the conditional, “If I am aware of myself I 
am aware of thinking,” does not depend on the value myself. 


16. Reviewing Descartes’s criterion. Descartes’s criterion 
for determining that thinking is my essence has the look of 
being airtight. Thinking is my essence if these two condi- 
tions hold: (a) when I am aware of thinking I am aware of 
myself; (b) when I am aware of myself I am aware of think- 
ing. 

Not only is this a plausible criterion but, furthermore, 
propositions (a) and (b) are both necessarily true. What 
more cogent proof could there be that my essential nature is 
thinking? 

We are presented with the paradox that although thinking 
apparently does satisfy Descartes’s criterion, nonetheless it 
is not established that my nature is thinking! Our analysis of 
why conditions (a) and (b) are true shows that this is not 
due to any necessary connection between myself (or my exist- 
ence) and thinking. Condition (a) is true solely because the 
statement “I am not aware of myself” is self-defeating: this 
is what prevents me from making the observation that I am 
aware of thinking but not aware of myself. The self-defeating 
character of the statement “I am not aware of myself” is 
derivative from the self-defeating character of the statement 
“I do not exist,” and so condition (a) has the same basis as 
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does the cogito. Condition (b) is true because the awareness 
of anything is “thinking,” and also because of Descartes’s 
doctrine that one cannot think without being aware of think- 
ing. 

This doctrine that one cannot think without being aware 
of thinking could itself be justified by the self-defeating na- 
ture of the statement “I am not aware of thinking.” The 
statement “I am not thinking” (in Descartes’s broad sense of 
“thinking”) is as self-defeating as “I do not exist.” In exactly 
the same way in which we showed that “I am not aware that 
I exist” has a second-order, self-defeating character, derived 
from “I do not exist,” we could show that the statement “I 
am not aware that J am thinking” has a second-order, self- 
defeating character, derived from “I am not thinking.” Thus 
we can regard the metaphysical thesis sum res cogitans as 
obtaining its entire support from the self-defeating nature 
of the two statements, “I am not aware that I exist” and “I 
am not aware that I think.” This may help in understanding 
why Descartes regarded the cogito as being so fruitful. For 
the logical truth that underlies the cogito, together with an- 
other of exactly the same character, could seem to Descartes 
to provide an immediate transition from the cogito to the 
important theme that his nature is solely thinking. 

We may conceive of Descartes’s criterion (principle G) as 
being obtained by substitution on the variables in the for- 
mula “x is the essence of y if the awareness of x is logically 
equivalent to the awareness of y.”5® I am not claiming that 
this formula is a logical truth, or even that it is very mean- 
ingful. Nevertheless it has a high degree of intuitive plausi- 
bility. If one’s undertaking is to determine the essence of a 
certain thing (for example, a triangle) and if in the process 
of studying this thing one hit upon something that satisfied 
the mentioned formula (for example, a three-sided plane 
figure) it would be very compelling to believe that the under- 
taking had been successfully completed. 

My criticism is that even if we assume that the formula 


58 Remembering that x and y must take different values. Cf. note 
19 above. 
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gives a correct inethod of determination in all other cases, 
and even though it is a fact that when thinking and myself 
are substituted for x and y, the conditions (a) and (b) thus 
obtained are necessarily true, it is still not established that 
thinking and myself (or my existence) are essentially con- 
nected. 

A statement of the form, “When I am aware of x I am 
aware of myself,” is necessarily true regardless of the value 
for x. The fact that it is true when the value is thinking 
does not reveal any necessary relation between thinking and 
myself. Also a statement of the form, “When I am aware 
of y I am aware of thinking,” is necessarily true regardless 
of the value for y. The fact that it is true when the value 
is myself does not reveal any necessary relation between my- 
self and thinking. Neither condition of Descartes’s criterion 
shows any essential connection between thinking and myself, 
although there is every appearance of the criterion’s being 
satisfied. 

It would be desirable to make explicit the sense in which 
the conditionals (a) and (b) of Descartes’s criterion are 
“necessarily true.” We can distinguish two senses in which a 
conditional can be necessarily true. In the first sense, a con- 
ditional is necessarily true if the negation of the consequent 
is inconsistent with the antecedent. Descartes’s proof has not 
shown that the conditionals (a) and (b) are necessarily true 
in this sense. But this is the sense required to prove that 
thinking and myself are essentially connected. A conditional 
is necessarily true, in the second sense, if it is self-defeating 
to deny the consequent. The conditionals (a) and (b) are 
necessarily true in this sense. The seeming cogency of the 
proof employing the criterion of principle G may derive from 
a confusing of these two senses of “necessarily true.” 

It is worth noting that the conditional “If I think I exist” 
(which might be taken as a version of the cogito) is neces- 
sarily true in both senses. Hintikka’s studies provide good 
evidence that Descartes did not clearly distinguish these two 
aspects of the cogito. Previously (Section 4) I asked whether 
it was credible that Descartes should have supposed that 
whenever I am thinking I am aware that I exist, in the sense 
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of having the actual thought I exist. I think it is credible. 
For the conditional “If I think I exist” is necessarily true in 
two ways that Descartes did not disentangle. The conditional 
“If I think I am aware that I exist” is necessarily true in only 
one of those ways. It is not implausible that Descartes should 
have made the half-conscious assumption that this second 
conditional, being necessarily true, has the feature (possessed 
by the first one) that the consequent follows from the ante- 
cedent. He would thus be led to believe (mistakenly) that 
since it is true that I exist at every moment I am thinking, 
so it is true that I am aware that I exist at every moment I 
am thinking.®° 


SUMMARY 


Descartes actually states three proofs of the thesis that I 
am only a thinking and unextended thing. One is the argu- 
ment from doubt: I can doubt that my body exists but not 
that I exist, therefore my body does not pertain to my es- 
sential nature. This argument is invalid. Another proof is the 
argument from clear and distinct ideas: I have a clear and 
distinct idea of myself as a thinking and unextended thing 
and of body as an extended and unthinking thing, therefore 
I am separate and distinct from body. This argument requires 
support for the premise that I have a clear and distinct idea 
of myself as a thinking and unextended thing. The third proof 
is the argument from the indivisibility of myself: I am in- 


60 Descartes wrote to Mersenne, in July 1641, that “il est impos- 
sible que nous puissons jamais penser a aucune chose, que nous 
n'avons en méme temps V'idée de notre Ame” (AT III, 394). Is 
Descartes affirming here the view that whenever I think of anything 
I am aware of myself, i.e. aware that I exist? What he says is that 
it is impossible for me to think of anything unless I have the idea 
of myself (of my soul). This could mean merely that it is a necessary 
condition of my doing any thinking that I should have the concept 
of myself. It would not have to mean that whenever I think I have 
an actual thought of myself. Yet if this is what Descartes meant then 
why should he say that I cannot think of anything unless at the same 
time I have the idea of my soul? This temporal specification. makes 
it appear that he is talking about having an actual thought, rather 
than about having a concept. 
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divisible but my body is divisible, therefore my body does 
not pertain to my essence. This argument requires support 
for the premise that I am indivisible. 

Descartes has another argument that is never set down in 
so many words, but is suggested by various passages. This 
argument appears to provide a complete demonstration of the 
doctrine sum res cogitans, and also to give the needed sup- 
port to the second and third arguments. This new argument 
has an appearance of extreme rigor and cogency, although 
it is actually invalid. Attributing this argument to Descartes 
helps to explain why he thought he could make the transi- 
tion from cogito ergo sum to sum res cogitans: for the seem- 
ing solidity and power of this argument is mainly derived 
from the cogito itself. 


DESCARTES’ MYTH 


GILBERT RYLE 


1, THE OFFICIAL DOCTRINE 


There is a doctrine about the nature and place of minds 
which is so prevalent among theorists and even among lay- 
men that it deserves to be described as the official theory. 
Most philosophers, psychologists and religious teachers sub- 
scribe, with minor reservations, to its main articles and, al- 
though they admit certain theoretical difficulties in it, they 
tend to assume that these can be overcome without serious 
modifications being made to the architecture of the theory. It 
will be argued here that the central principles of the doctrine 
are unsound and conflict with the whole body of what we 
know about minds when we are not speculating about them. 

The official doctrine, which hails chiefly from Descartes, 
is something like this. With the doubtful exceptions of idiots 
and infants in arms every human being has both a body and a 
mind. Some would prefer to say that every human being is 
both a body and a mind. His body and his mind are ordi- 
narily harnessed together, but after the death of the body 
his mind may continue to exist and function. 

Human bodies are in space and are subject to the mechani- 
cal laws which govern all other bodies in space. Bodily proc- 
esses and states can be inspected by external observers. So a 
man’s bodily life is as much a public affair as are the lives of 


From The Concept of Mind (London: Hutchinson’s University 
Library, 1949, and New York: Barnes & Noble, Inc., 1960), Ch. I, 
pp. 11-24. Reprinted by permission of Hutchinson Publishing Group 
Ltd and Barnes & Noble, Inc. 
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animals and reptiles and even as the careers of trees, crystals 
and planets. 

But minds are not in space, nor are their operations subject 
to mechanical laws. The workings of one mind are not wit- 
nessable by other observers; its career is private. Only I can 
take direct cognisance of the states and processes of my own 
mind. A person therefore lives through two collateral his- 
tories, one consisting of what happens in and to his body, the 
other consisting of what happens in and to his mind. The first 
is public, the second private. The events in the first history 
are events in the physical world, those in the second are 
events in the mental world. 

It has been disputed whether a person does or can directly 
monitor all or only some of the episodes of his own private 
history; but, according to the official doctrine, of at least 
some of these episodes he has direct and unchallengeable cog- 
nisance. In consciousness, self-consciousness and introspection 
he is directly and authentically apprised of the present states 
and operations of his mind. He may have great or small un- 
certainties about concurrent and adjacent episodes in the 
physical world, but he can have none about at least part of 
what is momentarily occupving his mind. 

It is customary to express this bifurcation of his two lives 
and of his two worlds by saying that the things and events 
which belong to the physical world, including his own body, 
are external, while the workings of his own mind are internal. 
This antithesis of outer and inner is of course meant to be 
construed as a metaphor, since minds, not being in space, 
could not be described as being spatially inside anything else, 
or as having things going on spatially inside themselves. But 
relapses from this good intention are common and theorists 
are found speculating how stimuli, the physical sources of 
which are yards or miles outside a person’s skin, can generate 
menta] responses inside his skull, or how decisions framed 
inside his cranium can set going movements of his extremi- 
ties. 

Even when ‘inner’ and ‘outer’ are construed as metaphors, 
the problem how a person’s mind and body influence one an- 
other is notoriously charged with theoretical difficulties. What 
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the mind wills, the legs, arms and the tongue execute; what 
affects the ear and the eye has something to do with what 
the mind perceives; grimaces and smiles betray the mind’s 
moods and bodily castigations lead, it is hoped, to moral 
improvement. But the actual transactions between the epi- 
sodes of the private history and those of the public history 
remain mysterious, since by definition they can belong to 
neither series. They could not be reported among the happen- 
ings described in a person’s autobiography of his inner life, 
but nor could they be reported among those described in 
some one else’s biography of that person’s overt career. ‘They 
can be inspected neither by introspection nor by laboratory 
experiment. They are theoretical shuttlecocks which are for- 
ever being bandied from the physiologist back to the psychol- 
ogist and from the psychologist back to the physiologist. 

Underlying this partly metaphorical representation of the 
bifurcation of a person’s two lives there is a seemingly more 
profound and philosophical assumption. It is assumed that 
there are two different kinds of existence or status. What 
exists or happens may have the status of physical existence, 
or it may have the status of mental existence. Somewhat as 
the faces of coins are either heads or tails, or somewhat as 
living creatures are either male or female, so, it is supposed, 
some existing is physical existing, other existing is mental 
existing. It is a necessary feature of what has physical exist- 
ence that it is in space and time, it is a necessary feature of 
what has mental existence that it is in time but not in space. 
What has physical existence is composed of matter, or else is 
a function of matter; what has mental existence consists of 
consciousness, or else is a function of consciousness. 

There is thus a polar opposition between mind and matter, 
an opposition which is often brought out as follows. Material 
objects are situated in a common field, known as ‘space’, and 
what happens to one body in one part of space is mechanically 
connected with what happens to other bodies in other parts 
of space. But mental happenings occur in insulated fields, 
known as ‘minds’, and there is, apart maybe from telepathy, 
no direct causal connection between what happens in one 
mind and what happens in another. Only through the me- 
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dium of the public physical world can the mind of one person 
make a difference to the mind of another. The mind is its 
own place and in his inner life each of us lives the life of a 
ghostly Robinson Crusoe. People can see, hear and jolt one 
another’s bodies, but they are irremediably blind and deaf to 
the workings of one another’s minds and inoperative upon 
them. 

What sort of knowledge can be secured of the workings of 
a mind? On the one side, according to the official theory, a 
person has direct knowledge of the best imaginable kind of 
the workings of his own mind. Mental states and processes 
are (or are normally) conscious states and processes, and the 
consciousness which irradiates them can engender no illusions 
and leaves the door open for no doubts. A person’s present 
thinkings, feelings and willings, his perceivings, remember- 
ings and imaginings are intrinsically ‘phosphorescent’; their 
existence and their nature are inevitably betrayed to their 
owner. The inner life is a stream of consciousness of such a 
sort that it would be absurd to suggest that the mind whose 
life is that stream might be unaware of what is passing 
down it. 

True, the evidence adduced recently by Freud seems to 
show that there exist channels tributary to this stream, which 
tun hidden from their owner. People are actuated by im- 
pulses the existence of which they vigorously disavow; some 
of their thoughts differ from the thoughts which they ac- 
knowledge; and some of the actions which they think they 
will to perform they do not really will. They are thoroughly 
gulled by some of their own hypocrisies and they successfully 
ignore facts about their mental lives which on the official the- 
ory ought to be patent to them. Holders of the official theory 
tend, however, to maintain that anyhow in normal circum- 
stances a person must be directly and authentically seized of 
the present state and workings of his own mind. 

Besides being currently supplied with these alleged imme- 
diate data of consciousness, a person is also generally sup- 
posed to be able to exercise from time to time a special kind 
of perception, namely inner perception, or introspection. He 
can take a (non-optical) ‘look’ at what is passing in his mind. 
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Not only can he view and scrutinize a flower through his 
sense of sight and listen to and discriminate the notes of a bell 
through his sense of hearing; he can also 1eflectively or in- 
trospectively watch, without any bodily organ of sense, the 
current episodes of his inner life. This self-observation is also 
commonly supposed to be immune from illusion, confusion 
or doubt. A mind’s reports of its own affairs have a certainty 
superior to the best that is possessed by its reports of matters 
in the physical world. Sense-perceptions can, but conscious- 
ness and introspection cannot, be mistaken or confused. 

On the other side, one person has no direct access of any 
sort to the events of the inner life of another. He cannot do 
better than make problematic inferences from the observed 
behaviour of the other person’s body to the states of mind 
which, by analogy from his own conduct, he supposes to be 
signalised by that behaviour. Direct access to the workings of 
a mind is the privilege of that mind itself; in default of such 
privileged access, the workings of one mind are inevitably 
occult to everyone else. For the supposed arguments from 
bodily movements similar to their own to mental workings 
similar to their own would lack any possibility of observa- 
tional corroboration. Not unnaturally, therefore, an adherent 
of the official theory finds it difficult to resist this consequence 
of his premisses, that he has no good reason to believe that 
there do exist minds other than his own. Even if he prefers 
to believe that to other human bodies there are harnessed 
minds not unlike his own, he cannot claim to be able to 
discover their individual characteristics, or the particular 
things that they undergo and do. Absolute solitude is on this 
showing the ineluctable destiny of the soul. Only our bodies 
can meet. 

As a necessary corollary of this general scheme there is im- 
plicitly prescribed a special way of construing our ordinary 
concepts of mental powers and operations. The verbs, nouns 
and adjectives, with which in ordinary life we describe the 
wits, characters and higher-grade performances of the people 
with whom we have do, are required to be construed as sig- 
nifying special episodes in their secret histories, or else as 
signifying tendencies for such episodes to occur. When some- 
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one is described as knowing, believing or guessing something, 
as hoping, dreading, intending or shirking something, as de- 
signing this or being amused at that, these verbs are supposed 
to denote the occurrence of specific modifications in his (to 
us) occult stream of consciousness. Only his own privileged 
access to this stream in direct awareness and introspection 
could provide authentic testimony that these mental-conduct 
verbs were correctly or incorrectly applied. The onlooker, be 
he teacher, critic, biographer or friend, can never assure him- 
self that his comments have any vestige of truth. Yet it was 
just because we do in fact all know how to make such com- 
ments, make them with general correctness and correct them 
when they turn out to be confused or mistaken, that phi- 
losophers found it necessary to construct their theories of the 
nature and place of minds. Finding mental-conduct concepts 
being regularly and effectively used, they properly sought to 
fix their logical geography. But the logical geography officially 
recommended would entail that there could be no regular or 
effective use of these mental-conduct concepts in our descrip- 
tions of, and prescriptions for, other people’s minds. 


2. THE ABSURDITY OF THE OFFICIAL 
DOCTRINE 


Such in outline is the official theory. I shall often speak 
of it, with deliberate abusiveness, as ‘the dogma of the Ghost 
in the Machine’. I hope to prove that it is entirely false, and 
false not in detail but in principle. It is not merely an as- 
semblage of particular mistakes. It is one big mistake and a 
mistake of a special kind. It is, namely, a category-mistake. It 
represents the facts of mental life as if they belonged to one 
logical type or category (or range of types or categories), when 
they actually belong to another. The dogma is therefore a 
philosopher’s myth. In attempting to explode the myth I 
shall probably be taken to be denying well-known facts about 
the mental life of human beings, and my plea that J aim at 
doing nothing more than rectify the logic of mental-conduct 
concepts will probably be disallowed as mere subterfuge. 
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I must first indicate what is meant by the phrase ‘Category- 
mistake’. This I do in a series of illustrations. 

A foreigner visiting Oxford or Cambridge for the first time 
is shown a number of colleges, libraries, playing fields, mu- 
seums, scientific departments and administrative offices. He 
then asks “But where is the University? I have seen where 
the members of the Colleges live, where the Registrar works, 
where the scientists experiment and the rest. But I have not 
yet seen the University in which reside and work the mem- 
bers of your University.’ It has then to be explained to him 
that the University is not another collateral institution, some 
ulterior counterpart to the colleges, laboratories and offices 
which he has seen. The University is just the way in which all 
that he has already seen is organized. When they are seen 
and when their co-ordination is understood, the University 
has been seen. His mistake lay in his innocent assumption 
that it was correct to speak of Christ Church, the Bodleian 
Library, the Ashmolean Museum and the University, to 
speak, that is, as if ‘the University’ stood for an extra mem- 
ber of the class of which these other units are members. He 
was mistakenly allocating the University to the same category 
as that to which the other institutions belong. 

The same mistake would be made by a child witnessing 
the march-past of a division, who, having had pointed out to 
him such and such battalions, batteries, squadrons, etc., asked 
when the division was going to appear. He would be suppos- 
ing that a division was a counterpart to the units already seen, 
partly similar to them and partly unlike them. He would be 
shown his mistake by being told that in watching the bat- 
talions, batteries and squadrons marching past he had been 
watching the division marching past. The march-past was not 
a parade of battalions, batteries, squadrons and a division; it 
was a parade of the battalions, batteries and squadrons of a 
division, 

One more illustration. A foreigner watching his first game 
of cricket learns what are the functions of the bowlers, the 
batsmen, the fielders, the umpires and the scorers. He then 
says ‘But there is no one left on the field to contribute the 
famous element of team-spirit. I see who does the bowling, 
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the batting and the wicket-keeping; but I do not see whose 
role it is to exercise esprit de corps.’ Once more, it would 
have to be explained that he was looking for the wrong type of 
thing. Team-spirit is not another cricketing-operation supple- 
mentary to all of the other special tasks. It is, roughly, the 
keenness with which each of the special tasks is performed, 
and performing a task keenly is not performing two tasks. 
Certainly exhibiting team-spirit is not the same thing as bowl- 
ing or catching, but nor is it a third thing such that we can 
say that the bowler first bowls and then exhibits team-spirit 
or that a fielder is at a given moment either catching or dis- 
playing esprit de corps. 

These illustrations of category-mistakes have a common 
feature which must be noticed. The mistakes were made by 
people who did not know how to wield the concepts Uni- 
yersity, division and team-spirit. Their puzzles arose from 
inability to use certain items in the English vocabulary. 

The theoretically interesting category-mistakes are those 
made by people who are perfectly competent to apply con- 
cepts, at least in the situations with which they are familiar, 
but are still liable in their abstract thinking to allocate those 
concepts to logical types to which they do not belong. An 
instance of a mistake of this sort would be the following 
story. A student of politics has learned the main differences 
between the British, the French and the American Constitu- 
tions, and has learned also the differences and connections be- 
tween the Cabinet, Parliament, the various Ministries, the 
Judicature and the Church of England. But he still becomes 
embarrassed when asked questions about the connections be- 
tween the Church of England, the Home Office and the 
British Constitution. For while the Church and the Home 
Office are institutions, the British Constitution is not another 
institution in the same sense of that noun. So inter-institu- 
tional relations which can be asserted or denied to hold be- 
tween the Church and the Home Office cannot be asserted or 
denied to hold between either of them and the British Con- 
stitution. “The British Constitution’ is not a term of the same 
logical type as ‘the Home Office’ and ‘the Church of Eng- 
land’. In a partially similar way, John Doe may be a relative, 
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a fricnd, an enemy or a stranger to Richard Roe; but he can- 
not be any of these things to the Average Taxpayer. He knows 
how to talk sense in certain sorts of discussions about the 
Average Taxpayer, but he is baffled to say why he could not 
come across him in the street as he can come across Richard 
Roe. 

It is pertinent to our main subject to notice that, so long 
as the student of politics continues to think of the British 
Constitution as a counterpart to the other institutions, he 
will tend to describe it as a mvsteriously occult institution; 
and so long as John Doe continues to think of the Average 
Taxpayer as a fellow-citizen, he will tend to think of him as 
an elusive insubstantial man, a ghost who is everywhere yet 
nowhere. 

My destructive purpose is to show that a family of radical 
category-mistakes is the source of the double-life theory. The 
representation of a person as a ghost mysteriously ensconced 
in a machine derives from this argument. Because, as is true, 
a person’s thinking, feeling and purposive doing cannot be 
described solely in the idioms of physics, chemistry and physi- 
ology, therefore they must be described in counterpart idi- 
oms. As the human body is a complex organised unit, so the 
human mind must be another complex organised unit, though 
one made of a different sort of stuff and with a different sort 
of structure. Or, again, as the human body, like any other 
parcel of matter, is a field of causes and effects, so the mind 
must be another field of causes and effects, though not 
(Heaven be praised) mechanical causes and effects. 


3. THE ORIGIN OF THE CATEGORY-MISTAKE 


One of the chief intellectual origins of what I have yet to 
prove to be the Cartesian category-mistake seems to be this. 
When Galileo showed that his methods of scientific discovery 
were competent to provide a mechanical theory which should 
cover every occupant of space, Descartes found in himself two 
conflicting motives. As a man of scientific genius he could 
not but endorse the claims of mechanics, yet as a religious 
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and moral man he could not accept, as Hobbes accepted, the 
discouraging rider to those claims, namely that human nature 
differs only in degree of complexity from clockwork. The 
mental could not be just a variety of the mechanical. 

He and subsequent philosophers naturally but erroneously 
availed themselves of the following escape-route. Since 
mental-conduct words are not to be construed as signifying 
the occurrence of mechanical processes, they must be con- 
strued as signifying the occurrence of non-mechanical proc- 
esses; since mechanica] laws explain movements in space as 
the effects of other movements in space, other laws must 
explain some of the non-spatial workings of minds as the 
effects of other non-spatial workings of minds. The difference 
between the human behaviours which we describe as intelli- 
gent and those which we describe as unintelligent must be a 
difference in their causation; so, while some movements of 
human tongues and limbs are the effects of mechanical causes, 
others must be the effects of non-mechanical causes, i.e. some 
issue from movements of particles of matter, others from 
workings of the mind. 

The differences between the physical and the mental were 
thus represented as differences inside the common frame- 
work of the categories of ‘thing’, ‘stuff’, ‘attribute’, ‘state’, 
‘process’, ‘change’, ‘cause’ and ‘effect’. Minds are things, but 
different sorts of things from bodies; mental processes are 
causes and effects, but different sorts of causes and effects 
from bodily movements. And so on. Somewhat as the for- 
eigner expected the University to be an extra edifice, rather 
like a college but also considerably different, so the repudia- 
tors of mechanism represented minds as extra centres of 
causal processes, rather like machines but also considerably 
different from them. Their theory was a para-mechanical 
hypothesis. 

That this assumption was at the heart of the doctrine is 
shown by the fact that there was from the beginning felt to 
be a major theoretical difficulty in explaining how minds 
can influence and be influenced by bodies. How can a mental 
process, such as willing, cause spatial movements like the 
movements of the tongue? How can a physical change in the 
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optic nerve have among its effects a mind’s perception of a 
flash of light? This notorious crux by itself shows the logical 
mould into which Descartes pressed his theory of the mind. It 
was the self-same mould into which he and Galileo set their 
mechanics. Still unwittingly adhering to the grammar of 
mechanics, he tried to avert disaster by describing minds in 
what was merely an obverse vocabulary. The workings of 
minds had to be described by the mere negatives of the 
specific descriptions given to bodies; they are not in space, 
they are not motions, they are not modifications of matter, 
they are not accessible to public observation. Minds are not 
bits of clockwork, they are just bits of not-clockwork. 

As thus represented, minds are not merely ghosts harnessed 
to machines, they are themselves just spectral machines. 
Though the human body is an engine, it is not quite an 
ordinary engine, since some of its workings are governed by 
another engine inside it—this interior governor-engine being 
one of a very special sort. It is invisible, inaudible and it has 
no size or weight. It cannot be taken to bits and the laws it 
obeys are not those known to ordinary engineers. Nothing is 
known of how it governs the bodily engine. 

A second majer crux points the same moral. Since, accord- 
ing to the doctrine, minds belong to the same category as 
bodies and since bodies are rigidly governed by mechanical 
laws, it seemed to many theorists to follow that minds must 
be similarly governed by rigid non-mechanical laws. The 
physical world is a deterministic system, so the mental world 
must be a deterministic system. Bodies cannot help the modi- 
fications that they undergo, so minds cannot help pursuing 
the careers fixed for them. Responsibility, choice, merit and 
demerit are therefore inapplicable concepts—unless the com- 
promise solution is adopted of saying that the laws governing 
mental processes, unlike those governing physical processes, 
have the congenial attribute of being only rather rigid. The 
problem of the Freedom of the Will was the problem how to 
reconcile the hypothesis that minds are to be described in 
terms drawn from the categories of mechanics with the knowl- 
edge that higher-grade human conduct is not of a piece with 
the behaviour of machines. 
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It is an historical curiosity that it was not noticed that the 
entire argument was broken-backed. Theorists correctly as- 
sumed that any sane man could already recognise the differ- 
ences between, say, rational and non-rational utterances or 
between purposive and automatic behaviour. Else there would 
have been nothing requiring to be salved from mechanism. 
Yet the explanation given presupposed that one person could 
in principle never recognise the difference between the ra- 
tional and the irrational utterances issuing from other human 
bodies, since he could never get access to the postulated im- 
material causes of some of their utterances. Save for the 
doubtful exception of himself, he could never tell the differ- 
ence between a man and a Robot. It would have to be con- 
ceded, for example, that, for all that we can tell, the inner 
lives of persons who are classed as idiots or lunatics are as 
tational as those of anyone else. Perhaps only their overt 
behaviour is disappointing; that is to say, perhaps ‘idiots’ are 
not really idiotic, or ‘lunatics’ lunatic. Perhaps, toc, some of 
those who are classed as sane are really idiots. According to 
the theory, external observers could never know how the overt 
behaviour of others is correlated with their mental powers and 
processes and so they could never know or even plausibly con- 
jecture whether their applications of mental-conduct con- 
cepts to these other people were correct or incorrect. It would 
then be hazardous or impossible for a man to claim sanity or 
logical consistency even for himself, since he would be de- 
barred from comparing his own performances with those of 
Others. In short, our characterisations of persons and their 
performances as intelligent, prudent and virtuous or as stupid, 
hypocritical and cowardly could never have been made, so the 
problem of providing a special causal hypothesis to serve as 
the basis of such diagnoses would never have arisen. The 
question, ‘How do persons differ from machines?’ arose just 
because everyone already knew how to apply mental-conduct 
concepts before the new causal hypothesis was introduced. 
This causal hypothesis could not therefore be the source of 
the criteria used in those applications. Nor, of course, has 
the causal hypothesis in any degree improved our handling of 
those criteria. We still distinguish good from bad arithmetic, 
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politic from impolitic conduct and fertile from infertile imagi- 
nations in the ways in which Descartes himself distinguished 
them before and after he speculated how the applicability 
of these criteria was compatible with the principle of me- 
chanical causation. 

He had mistaken the logic of his problem. Instead of ask- 
ing by what criteria intelligent behaviour is actually distin- 
guished from non-intelligent behaviour, he asked ‘Given that 
the principle of mechanical causation does not tell us the 
difference, what other causal principle will tell it us?’ He 
realised that the problem was not one of mechanics and 
assumed that it must therefore be one of some counterpart to 
mechanics. Not unnaturally psychology is often cast for just 
this role. 

When two terms belong to the same category, it is proper 
to construct conjunctive propositions embodying them. Thus 
a purchaser may say that he bought a left-hand glove and a 
right-hand glove, but not that he bought a left-hand glove, a 
right-hand glove and a pair of gloves. ‘She came home in a 
flood of tears and a sedan-chair’ is a well-known joke based on 
the absurdity of conjoining terms of different types. It would 
have been equally ridiculous to construct the disjunction ‘She 
came home either in a flood of tears or else in a sedan-chair’. 
Now the dogma of the Ghost in the Machine does just this. 
It maintains that there exist both bodies and minds; that 
there occur physical processes and mental processes; that there 
are mechanical causes of corporeal movements and mental 
causes of corporeal movements. | shall argue that these and 
other analogous conjunctions are absurd; but, it must be no- 
ticed, the argument will not show that either of the illegiti- 
mately conjoined propositions is absurd in itself. I am not, 
for example, denying that there occur mental processes. Do- 
ing long division is a mental process and so is making a joke. 
But I am saying that the phrase ‘there occur mental processes’ 
does not mean the same sort of thing as ‘there occur physical 
processes’, and, therefore, that it makes no sense to conjoin or 
disjoin the two. 

If my argument is successful, there will follow some inter- 
esting consequences. First, the hallowed contrast between 
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Mind and Matter will be dissipated, but dissipated not by 
either of the equally hallowed absorptions of Mind by Matter 
or of Matter by Mind, but in quite a different way. For the 
seeming contrast of the two will be shown to be as illegitimate 
as would be the contrast of ‘she came home in a flood of tears’ 
and ‘she came home in a sedan-chair’. The belief that there is 
a polar opposition between Mind and Matter is the belief 
that they are terms of the same logical type. 

It will also follow that both Idealism and Materialism are 
answers to an improper question. The ‘reduction’ of the ma- 
terial world to mental states and processes, as well as the 
‘reduction’ of mental states and processes to physical states 
and processes, presuppose the legitimacy of the disjunction 
‘Either there exist minds or there exist bodies (but not 
both )’. It would be like saying, ‘Either she bought a left-hand 
and a right-hand glove or she bought a pair of gloves (but 
not both)’, 

It is perfectly proper to say, in one logical tone of voice, 
that there exist minds and to say, in another logical tone of 
voice, that there exist bodies. But these expressions do not 
indicate two different species of existence, for ‘existence’ is 
not a generic word like ‘coloured’ or ‘sexed’. They indicate 
two different senses of ‘exist’, somewhat as ‘rising’ has differ- 
ent senses in ‘the tide is rising’, ‘hopes are rising’ and ‘the 
average age of death is rising’. A man would be thought to 
be making a poor joke who said that three things are now 
rising, namely the tide, hopes and the average age of death. 
It would be just as good or bad a joke to say that there exist 
prime numbers and Wednesdays and public opinions and 
navies; or that there exist both minds and bodies. In the 
succeeding chapters I try to prove that the official theory does 
rest on a batch of category-mistakes by showing that logically 
absurd corollaries follow from it. The exhibition of these 
absurdities will have the constructive effect of bringing out 
part of the correct logic of mental-conduct concepts. 
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4. HISTORICAL NOTE 


It would not be true to say that the official theory derives 
solely from Descartes’ theories, or even from a more wide- 
spread anxiety about the implications of seventeenth century 
mechanics. Scholastic and Reformation theology had schooled 
the intellects of the scientists as well as of the laymen, phi- 
losophers and clerics of that age. Stoic-Augustinian theories 
of the will were embedded in the Calvinist doctrines of sin 
and grace; Platonic and Aristotelian theories of the intellect 
shaped the orthodox doctrines of the immortality of the soul. 
Descartes was reformulating already prevalent theological doc- 
trines of the soul in the new syntax of Galileo. The theo- 
logian’s privacy of conscience became the philosopher’s pri- 
vacy of consciousness, and what had been the bogy of Pre- 
destination reappeared as the bogy of Determinism. 

It would also not be true to say that the two-worlds myth 
did no theoretical good. Myths often do a lot of theoretical 
good, while they are still new. One benefit bestowed by the 
para-mechanical myth was that it partly superannuated the 
then prevalent para-political myth. Minds and their Facul- 
ties had previously been described by analogies with political 
superiors and political subordinates. The idioms used were 
those of ruling, obeying, collaborating and rebelling. They 
survived and still survive in many ethical and some epistemo- 
logical discussions. As, in physics, the new myth of occult 
Forces was a scientific improvement on the old myth of Final 
Causes, so, in anthropological and psychological theory, the 
new myth of hidden operations, impulses and agencies was 
an improvement on the old myth of dictations, deferences 
and disobediences. 


DESCARTES’S MECHANICISM 


P. H. J. HOENEN, S.J. 


In many Scholastic textbooks, Mechanicism is described 
as if its essence consisted solely or principally in the total or 
partial denial of the activity of bodies. It is true that some 
Cartesians deny activity to bodies, but not Descartes himself. 
It is also true that some Mechanicists deny any activity ex- 
cept the kind found in locomotive forces. Some of them 
recognize only one force, which is active in the collision of 
bodies; for example, Descartes and—in a different way, for 
the phenomenal world—Leibniz. They are said to teach 
“rigid” Mechanicism.! Then there are others who recognize a 
number of locomotive forces. Several levels of denial can be 
distinguished in their modified Mechanicism, and some are 
rightly called “Dynamists.”? 


From Cosmologia (Rome: Gregorian University Press, 1949), 
selections from the section titled ‘(De Mechanicismo,” pp. 136-162. 
In this section, Hoenen deals with Greek Mechanicists—Leucippus 
and Democritus—as well as Descartes. He also opposes Mechanicism 
to Anstotelian Naturalism and offers a refutation of the former. Pas- 
sages bearing on the interpretation of Descartes are included here. 
Translated by P. J. Crittenden and published with the permission of 
Libreria Editrice della Pontificia Universita Gregoriana. 

1 Leibniz, for good or bad reasons, ... is also counted as a 
dynamist. 

2 Contemporaneous with Descartes and under his influence, the 
system known as Occasionalism arose. This was expounded by cer- 
tain Cartesians like Cordemoy and particularly by Geulincx and 
Malebranche. The system denies all activity not only to bodies but 
to every creature, and here the denial of activity really is primary. 
Although it has obvious connections with Mechanicism, Occasional- 
ism must be sharply distinguished from it. It also has a totally dif- 
ferent source. In the Middle Ages certain Arabs had defended a 
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This is not, however, a good description of the true nature 
of Mechanicism. Mechanicism does not consist primarily in 
the denial or restriction of the activity of bodies but rather in 
the denial of their passivity or intrinsic changeability in re- 
gard even to their qualities. Its proponents do not say, “Bodies 
cannot act,” but rather, “Bodies cannot be acted upon—that is, 
they cannot undergo intrinsic change.” They allow only one 
form of “becoming” in bodies, and that is extrinsic; viz., mo- 
tion from place to place. Evidently, as a consequence of this, 
the only activity that remains is the kind found in locomotive 
force. The absence of changeability is not deduced from any 
total or partial inability to act. The very opposite is the case. 
The impossibility of activity is derived from the absence of 
changeability, and it is the latter that must be thought of as 
the primary and fundamental denial. .. . 

A warning is necessary on another point. Among physicists 
(but much less so among philosophers), the view has grown 
up that Mechanicism is the fruit of experience, as though this 
system had come to be recognized because it alone could 
account for experimental data. It was, in fact, the only system 
that was used by physicists in building up their explanatory 
theories. (This led to errors, which were the cause of “crises” 
in science.) But this was only because the system was taken 
in an a priori way as self-evident . . . and not at all because it 
alone could support the theoretical explanations. ... It 
was because of metaphysical reasons that doubts about the 
reality of qualities and especially their changes began to grow, 
and the qualities and changes were then rejected as unreal 
and relegated to the world of appearances. . . 


I. DESCARTES’S VIEW 


In Part Two of the Principles of Philosophy Descartes sets 
out “the principles of material things.” At the end of this 
Part, before applying these principles to the “visible world” 


system like it, with a view to stressing the divine power. They were 
called Mutakallimun—“loquentes in lege Maurorum” in St. Thomas. 
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(Part Three) and the “earth” (Part Four), and as though to 
recapitulate the general principles of his natural philosophy 
established in the previous sections, he says: 


I openly state that the only matter that I recognize in 
corporeal things is that which is subject to every sort of 
division, shape, and movement—what geometers call 
quantity and take as the object of their demonstrations. 
Moreover, I consider nothing in quantity apart from 
these divisions, shapes, and movements; and I admit 
nothing as true of them that is not deduced, with the 
clarity of a mathematical demonstration, from common 
notions whose truth we cannot doubt. Because all the 
phenomena of nature can be explained in this way, I 
think that no other principles of physics need be ad- 
mitted, nor are to be desired.? 


For Descartes, therefore, the truly basic problem to be con- 
sidered is the problem of becoming. He is concerned with 
what bodies can undergo and what changes they are subject 
to; and he wants to explain—to safeguard—the phenomena by 
means of only those changes that extension can undergo; 
namely, being divided, taking a shape, and moving locally. 
But, as we shall see, the most important of these is move- 
ment; for division results from movement, and shape from 
division. He docs not, therefore, come to regard movement in 
place as the only form of “becoming” by establishing that 
there is no activity at all or at least no activity other than 
locomotive activity. Descartes arrives at the denial of intrinsic 
change in a different way, and that denial clearly precedes his 
denial or limitation of activity. (We shall see . . . why he 
admitted the division of matter, though it is—as the atomists 
were well aware—a truly intrinsic change. ) 

There is no difficulty, then, in extracting from Descartes’s 
teaching the theory in which the essence of his Mechanicism 
consists. The essence of his Mechanicism is even more obvi- 


3 Pr. Ph. II, 64. I shall refer to the Adam and Tannery edition, 
giving volume and page numbers. The Principles of Philosophy 
(Pr. Ph.) in Latin are in Part One of Vol. VIII. References to this 
work will be by part and section number only. 
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ous when one considers its grounds. But before we go on to 
deal with these, it will be helpful to add some particular 
propositions from the teaching itself. 

Matter is completely identified with extension, which con- 
stitutes its whole essence. Hence, it can undergo all things, 
and only those things, that extension undergoes: “We shall 
see that the nature of matter, or of body considered as a 
whole, does not consist in its being hard, or heavy, or colored, 
or in its affecting the senses in some other way, but solely in 
its being a thing extended in length, breadth, and depth” (Pr. 
Ph. I, 4). And so matter can be affected only in ways that 
extension can: “All the properties that we clearly perceive in 
it (matter) are reduced to one, viz., that it can be divided 
and moved according to its parts so that it is capable of all 
those affections that we perceive can follow from the move- 
ment of its parts” (Pr. Ph. II, 23). It also follows that mat- 
ter is infinitely divisible, even physically, and indeed that 
this division is sometimes fully actuated. Thus, although Des- 
cartes holds that the world is made up of small bodies (of 
three different sizes), he is not an atomist: “We also know 
that atoms, or parts of matter that are by nature indivisible, 
cannot exist” (Pr. Ph. II, 20). (Certain Cartesians, however, 
such as Huygens, quickly reverted to atomism. ) 

Nor . . . does Descartes admit a vacuum. But how, in a 
world that is a plenum and without the admission of real 
condensation and rarefaction, is local motion possible? Des- 
cartes explains this by supposing that all motion is circular: 
“{It happens] in this way: one body expels another from the 
place that it is entering, and this in turn expels another, and 
another, and so on until the last one to be moved moves into 
the place left by the first at the very moment that it becomes 
vacant” (Pr. Ph. II, 33). A difficulty arises if the circle is not 
perfect since an actual division to infinity, which Descartes 
calls “indefinite,” must be supposed: “Although we are not 
in a position to understand how this indefinite division hap- 
pens, there can be no doubt that it does happen” (Pr. Ph. 
II, 35). (But clearly a division that is both actual and in- 
definite [even infinite] is contradictory. ) 

Descartes says that local motion is simply “the removal of 
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one part of matter, or of one body, from the vicinity of the 
bodies that immediately border on it and are thought of as 
being in a state of rest, to the vicinity of others” (ibid., 25). 
This movement (and also the state of rest) is simply a mode 
of body (ibid., 27). In general, a mode is what is present 
in a substance—in this respect it is the same as an attribute— 
on the basis of which the substance is classified as “such and 
such.” (It is therefore called a “quality,” but not a “real” qual- 
ity.) A subject can vary with respect to a mode, and it is in 
this respect that a mode differs from an attribute (Pr. Ph. I, 
56). Motion, however, has a reality such that it needed to be 
created by God in the beginning, and it has a definite “quan- 
tity” that is maintained through the ordinary assistance of 
God: “God .. . conserves the same amount of movement 
and rest in the totality of matter as he put there in the begin- 
ning” (Pr. Ph. Il, 36). The quantity of motion is in propor- 
tion to the quantity of matter and its velocity (expressed 
nowadays in the formula: quantity of motion = my, though 
it is now thought of as a “vector” not a “scalar” magni- 
tude . . .); and one and the same quantity of motion, once 
created, is conserved. The quantity of motion, while remain- 
ing the same in its totality, can be distributed in different 
ways among different bodies. Descartes then established the 
following principle (later called the principle of inertia): a 
body of itself remains in its own state of motion (or of rest) 
and this motion is in a straight line (ibid., 37 and 39). The 
particular causes that give rise to changes in particular move- 
ments are mutually colliding bodies. In these collisions, the 
total quantity of motion remains the same but the distribu- 
tion varies, one body acquiring as much as the other loses: 
“All the particular causes of changes in bodies come under 
this third law, at least with respect to causes that are them- 
selves corporeal” (ibid., 40)... . 

Motion of this kind, which alone is clearly perceived and 
therefore possible, explains everything that happens in the 
corporeal world. It is also the cause of the division of bodies 
and their shapes: “All the properties that we clearly per- 
ceive in it [matter] are reduced to one, viz., that it can be 
divided and moved according to its parts so that it is capable 
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of all those affections that we perceive can follow from the 
movement of its parts. A division that happens only in 
thought changes nothing. But every alteration of matter, or 
diversity in all its forms, depends on motion” (ibid., 23). To 
put Descartes’s propositions in Scholastic terns, local motion 
is not only the efficient cause of division but also its formal 
cause. Hence .. . the state of rest is sufficient for a single 
body to result from two adjacent ones, for the state of rest is 
the strongest of bonds, and proximity and continuity are con- 
flated. In extended being, attention is paid not to the notion 
of being but only to the notion of being extended. For this 
reason, and for this reason alone, it is possible to admit that 
two things could come from one, or one from two, without 
the change’s being seen as truly intrinsic... . (Cf. Des- 
cartes’s reply to Burman: “It is all the same to me how others 
define them; I call things continuous when the surfaces of 
two bodies are immediately joined to each other so that both 
move by one and the same movement or both are at rest; 
things that are otherwise are contiguous.” ) 

It is clear that Descartes’s first concern is not with the 
denial of the activity of bodies but orly with their intrinsic 
mutability. In addition, his teaching on Mechanicism is con- 
cerned with “becoming” as such in the natural order, which is 
regarded as consisting solely of local motion and its effects. 
But it must be added that, on a secondary level, Descartes 
does not deny all activity to bodies. As far as I know, there is 
not one text propounding such a theory. . . . On the con- 
trary, he frequently speaks unhesitatingly of their causality, 
force, action, etc. It would be impossible to cite all the in- 
numerable texts that bear this out. 

Certainly he accepted the principle of causality as beyond 
doubt. He used it as a basis for argument, for example, in 
the Third Meditation, and he more than once claimed: 
“There must be at least as much in the cause as in the effect” 
(AT VII, 49). In the collision of bodies, a new effect arises 
in the body inasmuch as it begins to move. The reason for 
this is that motion, as a mode of a body, cannot migrate 
from subject to subject. On this Descartes wrote to H. More: 
“You are right in observing that motion as a mode of a body 
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cannot pass from one to another. But nor have I written this” 
(AT V, 404).4 There is therefore no purely passive trans- 
ference of motion; in a collision, a cause must be at work. Nor 
is the effect attributed to God alone, for a little before this 
he had written: “The transference that I call motion is not at 
a lower level of being than is shape: it is in fact a mode of 
body. But the moving force can belong either to God who 
conserves the same degree of transference in matter as he 
placed in it at the first moment of creation, or to a created 
substance such as our mind, or to any other thing to which he 
has given the power of moving bodies” (ibid., 403 ff.). He 
does not say that this “other thing” is a body, but this none- 
theless seems to be supposed. It is only on such a supposition 
that the following is intelligible: “When one body makes 
another move, it loses as much movement as it gives to it” 
(AT V, 135—my emphasis). A little farther on in the text he 
says: “it transfers its movement.” All of this points to an 
activity on the part of a body. The same interpretation can 
be given to what he says in many places about the force of 
bodies in moving and resisting, “which consists in the power 
of any body to act on another or to resist the action of the 
other” (Pr. Ph. I, 43). Moreover, “it is necessary to measure 
only the degree of the forces in each, either to move or to 
resist movement” (ibid., 45). The same idea is found in 
many other passages. 

Furthermore, a body can in fact act on the soul. In the 
Sixth Meditation, he argues from the passivity of the senses 
that there must be an active faculty at work on the senses 
and this faculty is not in the mind, nor in God nor in an 
angel, but in bodies. In this way the existence of bodies is 
proved (AT VII, 79; cf. Pr. Ph. II, 1). 

Descartes is therefore not at all inclined to deny the attiv- 
ity of bodies. But . . . he has to restrict this activity to loco- 
motive forces since local motion is the only change that he 


4 This, in my opinion, is the way in which this text is to be under- 
stood. It is made rather more obscure in that Descartes says that 
even in one body motion is continuously changing; but this can also 
be understood from what he adds, namely, that their power of mov- 
ing remains the same. 
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recognizes in bodies. Even in this class he admits only one 
form of activity, viz., the kind found when bodies in motion 
collide. Thus Descartes completely rejects the hypothesis of 
universal attraction put forward by Roberval: “The view that 
he goes on to propose, that there is a certain property in the 
individual parts of corporeal matter by virtue of which they 
are borne towards one another and mutually attract one an- 
other, is most absurd” (AT IV, 401). Among other difficul- 
ties in this view, Descartes points out that knowledge of the 
body that is absent would have to be presupposed in the 
body that is the source of the attraction. . . . 


II. BASES OF DESCARTES’S VIEW 


The true nature of Descartes’s teaching will be even clearer 
if we consider its bases. His position on the problem of change 
is not the same as that of the ancient atomists. Their view 
had been followed by Aristotle’s explanation of how true in- 
trinsic change is possible, and Descartes knew that theory. 
But, because he did not understand it, . . . and since he 
rejected the Peripatetic view on metaphysical grounds, no 
solution was left for Parmenides’ problem except a mecha- 
nistic one. Hence, the most important ground of his teaching 
is again metaphysical, though other reasons came to be given 
as well. 

Descartes rejected the elements of the Peripatetic solution, 
namely, substantial forms and real qualities (“which I abhor,” 
as he wrote to Ciermans—AT II, 74). But he rejected them 
because he failed to understand the true Aristotelian and 
Thomistic system. In this system both substantial and acci- 
dental form are not ens quod but ens quo, and it is here 
precisely that a solution to Parmenides’ dilemma is provided. 
What is totally new after the change, viz., the substantial or 
accidental act, is nothing but ens quo. Thus, only what is 
composed of potency and act—ens quod—can be properly said 
to become, and this is not so of the new form in question. If 
this form existed in a proper sense and consequently came 
into existence in change, then this coming into existence 
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would take us back to Parmenides’ dilemma: it comes either 
from being or from nonbeing; it must therefore come from 
nothing, at least if we wish to avoid an impossible infinite 
regress. (Cf. Aristotle, Met. VII, 8, especially 1033 b4 seq,; 
St. Thomas, commentary on this text, lect. 7, Cathala 1420; 
Met. XII, 3, 1070 a2-4; St. Thomas, lect. 3, Cathala 
2443. ...) But Descartes did not understand this. He 
thought of substantial forms and also real qualities as beings 
in the strict sense, i.e. as complete substances; and in this 
way he confused ens quod and ens quo (though, admittedly, 
these terms are not to be found in his writings). 

Consider the following passages. Concerning substantial 
forms Descartes wrote to Regius. . . : 


When we reject substantial form, what we mean is some 
kind of substance joined to matter and forming with it 
a whole that is merely corporeal; and which, no less or 
even more than matter, is really a substance, or a thing 
existing in its own right (per se subsistens), since it is 
said to be an act and matter a potency. [AT III, 402] 


And he has this to say about qualities. In the Replies to 
the Sixth Set of Objections, real accidents are rejected on the 
ground that they would be substances: “Real accidents are a 
contradiction in terms, because whatever is real can exist 
separately from any other subject; but whatever can exist 
separately in this way is a substance not an accident” (AT 
VII, 434). When he gives his well-known analysis of the qual- 
ity of gravity in these Replies to Objections and maintains 
that it would have to be a substance—in fact, a conscious soul 
—he describes the origin of his opinion as follows: “For ex- 
ample, when I thought of gravity as some kind of real quality, 
present in solid bodies, although I called it a quality in re- 
ferring it to the bodies in which it was present, still I thought 
that it was a substance because I added the word real” (AT 
VII, 441). About qualities in general, he makes the same 
point: “In regard to the different qualities of bodies such as 
weight, heat, and the rest, although we have called them 
qualities, we have imagined them as real, that is, as having an 
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existence distinct from bodies, and consequently as being sub- 
stances” (AT III, 667). . . . Cf. also his letter to Mersenne 
(AT III, 648) and to “Hyperaspistes” (AT III, 430) .6 

It is therefore clear that Descartes’s failure to understand 
the idea of ens quo meant that he could not accept the 
Aristotelian solution. For, in this way, the whole of Parmeni- 
des’ puzzle returns: these forms and these qualities, if they 
arise, can come only from nothing by means of a true crea- 
tion. Descartes himself put forward this conclusion as an 
insoluble difficulty for Aristotle. In the letter to Regius cited 
before, he writes: 


The reasons or demonstrations of Physics against sub- 
stantial forms, which in our judgment definitely compel 
a mind eager for truth, are in the first place these a priori 
metaphysical or theological ones. It is clearly contradic- 
tory for a fresh substance to exist unless it is created by 
God. But every day we see many of these forins that are 
called substantial beginning to exist, although the people 
who think they are substances do not think that they are 
created by God. [AT III, 505]® 


Thus Descartes himself clearly indicates the metaphysical and 
a priori grounds of the new opinion that rejects all intrinsic 


5 Gilson rightly says in regard to this opinion of Descartes’s: “It 
is not surprising that Descartes should have conceived dislike and 
indeed horror of such a monster. But the point is well taken that 
it was he himself who gave birth to it” (Etudes sur le réle de la 
pensée médiévale ..., “La Critique cartésienne des formes sub- 
stantielles,” p. 163). 

6 At the same time and for the same reason, Gassendi also rejected 
substantial changes. In his Physics, Section I, Book 7 (Opera 
Omnia, Lyons, 1658, I, p. 467), the third chapter is entitled, 
“Whether in generation there arises a form that is a new substance.” 
Because of many difficulties in regard to “drawing out of forms,” he 
rejects the Scholastic theory. He asks “whether such a form is some 
new substance or substantial entity distinct from matter; whether it 
is a new quality, or a new way for a substance or for matter to exist” 
(p. 467). Gassendi did not understand the true meaning of ens quo, 
which for him was only a “mode”; hence, the emergence of a sub- 
stance would involve creation. Before Descartes, Gorlaeus and Basso 
had done the same; and, after him, Leibniz and even some Scholas- 
tics—for example, Maignan. 
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change, and he is forced to adopt Mechanicism and place all 
“becoming” in local motion alone. But it is clear that the 
antinomy between this metaphysical position and experience, 
which testifies to qualities and their changes, remains. Faced 
with finding a solution to the antinomy, Descartes based his 
attempt on his theory of knowledge, which he then brought 
into play. And this is the second source, also a priori, of his 
Mechanicism. 

We may recall that Descartes’s first principle of knowledge 
is the principle of clear and distinct ideas: 


A perception on which a certain and incontrovertible 
judgment can be based must not only be clear but also 
distinct. I describe as clear that which is present and 
open to an attentive mind, just as we say that we see 
things clearly when they are before our open eyes and 
have a sufficiently strong and direct impact on our vision. 
But I speak of it as distinct when, being clear, it is 
marked off and sharply defined from all others in such a 
way that it contains (in itself) only what is clear. [Pr. 
Ph. I, 45] 


Applying this principle to corporeal things, Descartes reaches 
the general conclusion: “At least everything that I under- 
stand clearly and distinctly—that is, everything, generally 
speaking, that is included in the object of pure mathematics 
—is found in them (i.e. in corporeal things)” (Sixth Medita- 
tion, AT VII, 80—my emphasis). Besides extension, which 
would be the essence of bodies, he concludes more particu- 
larly that the following are real: parts and their position, 
divisibility, movements in place, to the extent that these are 
amenable to mathematical treatment, shapes, numbers, dura- 
tion, and “the like” (Pr. Ph. I, 48, 55, 65, 69, and in many 
other places). 

Our bodily feelings, appetites, and external sensations are 
in a different class. When, in the Sixth Meditation, Descartes 
sets out to prove the existence of bodies, it is immediately 
taken to be certain, on the basis of clear and distinct ideas, 
that at least the mathematical properties of bodies are able to 
exist: “At the very least I know that these [material things], 
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in so far as they are the object of pure mathematics, are able 
to exist, since I perceive them clearly and distinctly” (AT 
VII, 71). . . . He then proves that these objects must exist 
as well (because nature teaches us this): he thinks that this 
is true in regard to the objects of the feelings in question—in 
regard to proper sensibles also—but only in so far as they are 
causes of these feelings, their nature remaining unknown. For, 
in regard to them, there is no clear and distinct perception. 
They are known in an entirely different way, if indeed they 
are known at all: 


Especially if we take into account that we know in one 
way what size is in a body which is seen, or shape, or 
movement (local movement at least, for, in imagining 
other kinds of movement, philosophers make it less in- 
telligible to themselves), or position, or duration, or 
number, and the like, which as we have already said are 
clearly perceived in bodies; but it is in a very different 
way that we know what color is in the same body, or 
pain, or odor. . . .[Pr. Ph. I, 69] 


This different way of knowing sensible qualities and their 
changes is so confused that it no longer seems right to call it 
knowledge. Thus, in the Third Meditation, he continues, 
after his account of mathematical notions: “But I can think 
of other things, such as light and colors, sounds, odors, tastes, 
heat and cold, and other tactile qualities, only in a very con- 
fused and obscure way, so that I do not know whether they 
are true or false, i.e. whether the ideas that I have of them are 
ideas of real things or not” (AT VII, 43). It is clear from 
what I have italicized here that Descartes denies the status of 
knowledge to sensations of these qualities (except for his 
admission that there are unknown causes of the sensations). 
His reason is that they are not sufficiently clear and distinct 
to allow for a certain and incontrovertible judgment on their 
proper objects... . 

Beginning a priori with the principle of clear and distinct 
ideas, Descartes wishes to maintain that only the elements of 
the mechanistic theory, the mathematical elements, are veri- 
fied in the natural order. For all real things he demands the 
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clarity of mathematics that permits a priori knowledge to be 
established. He then thinks that the antinomy has been solved 
by denying the status of genuine knowledge to experience that 
seems to testify to qualities and their changes, for, in his 
Opinion, it does not stand up to epistemological inquiry. Thus 
satisfied, he is able to apply the mechanistic theory exclusively 
to the explanation of phenomena. This is to be done by a 
priori knowledge; for, as Descartes often repeats, we are to 
know effects from causes understood a priori and not to come 
to know unknown causes from their effects. In this inquiry, 
experience is necessary only if we are to know which effects, 
among numerous possibilities, are in fact realized. (Cf. Pr. 
Ph. III, 4, 46, and many other places.) 

It is worth noting that in the end Descartes sometimes ap- 
plies the first principle of Parmenides: that to understand is 
the same as to be. Parmenides applied it in such a way that 
only what is clear both to imagination and understanding is 
recognized as real being; Descartes takes the same position 
at least in regard to the corporeal world. He differs from 
Parmenides in admitting infinite or indefinite extension, but 
in this he is in agreement with another Eleatic—Melissus. 
With Parmenides and against Democritus, he maintains the 
impossibility of a vacuum. Yet he safeguards appearances in 
terms of local motion by admitting circular movements, to 
which he thought a plenum no obstacle. . . . 

We may also note that the distinction between a twofold 
object of sensations—proper and common sensibles according 
to the Scholastics, secondary and primary qualities according 
to modern philosophers—was clearly formulated by Descartes 
prior to Locke. Furthermore, we may note that this distinc- 
tion arises not from physical experimentation but from the 
different ways in which consciousness testifies that the quali- 
ties are known. The account of the distinction that we find in 
many modern philosophers was accurately pointed out by 
ancient thinkers, and we may get a better understanding of 
the modern opinion from a consideration of the ancient opin- 
ion. Democritus has this to say: “There are two forms of 
knowledge, one genuine, the other spurious; all these belong 
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to the spurious class: sight, hearing, smell, taste, touch. The 
genuine form is altogether different” (Diels, Vorsokratiker II, 
55 B, fr. 11). In this passage, things that are in the senses 
without the intellect having a clear idea of them—secondary 
qualities—are not so much said to be obscure as they are to 
be thought of as not truly knowledge. This is Descartes’s posi- 
tion. He in fact calls them obscure, but he goes further and 
denies that they have the quality of being cognitive of objects. 

In Democritus (fr. 9, 117, 125), secondary qualities are 
said to be only by convention; but atoms and the vacuum (i.e. 
the elements of clear geometrical intuition), in truth, else- 
where, by nature. In the Sixth Meditation, Descartes says the 
same: 


There are many other things which I seem to have been 
taught by nature but which all the same I have not re- 
ceived from her, but from a habit of making hasty judg- 
ments. It easily happens, then, that they are all false. 
Consider, for example, the judgment that all space in 
which there is nothing that affects my senses is a vacuum; 
or that in a body that is warm, for example, there is 
something entirely similar to the idea of heat that I 
have; that in a white thing or a green thing there is the 
same whiteness or greenness that I perceive; that in a 
bitter thing or a sweet thing there is the same taste, and 
so on for the rest. [AT VI, 83] 


Descartes differs from Democritus in rejecting the vacuum, 
but he is in perfect agreement with him in regard to primary 
and secondary qualities, even to using terms (italicized in 
the quotation) that correspond perfectly to Democritus’... 

This is why, as a solution of the antinomy of Mechanicism, 
objects of mathematics (extension, etc.) are admitted as true, 
and secondary qualities are rejected. For the first, there are 
mathematical judgments that are certain; for the second, 
there is no genuine knowledge but only putative knowledge 
based on custom (on “youthful prejudices,” in Descartes’s 
phrase). The latter are lacking in just what the former pos- 
sess—a priori knowledge based on clear judgments. . . . 

[It is true that] before attempting to establish his meta- 
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physical and epistemological principles, Descartes had been 
concerned for many years with the explanation of appearances 
by means of mathematical principles. He did this in practice, 
not in theory—in fact, not by right. But, once he had estab- 
lished and proved—as he thought—these a priori principles, 
he judged that he could then apply them with certainty and 
thereby construct the edifice of knowledge. . . . And this, it 
seems to me, is the origin of something that Descartes often 
urges in favor of his principles, namely, their suitability for 
safeguarding appearances... . 


Il. SUMMARY 


From this historical survey, it is clear that Mechanicism 
is a system that is established a priori (1) from metaphysical 
arguments and (2) from epistemological arguments and (3) 
that it is applied to explain experience—to safeguard appear- 
ances. .. . What has been said about the Mechanicism of 
modern philosophers, especially Descartes, leads us to the 
assertion made before about the Mechanicism of the an- 
cients: that its essence consists, not in the denial of the 
activity of bodies, but (negatively) in the denial of all in- 
trinsic changeability and (positively) in the affirmation of 
the possibility of local motion alone. It is clear that the new 
Mechanicism is also established in an a priori way. Descartes 
accepts it for the following metaphysical reason: if intrinsic 
mutability were granted, then the new form that emerges in 
such a change must be supposed—falsely, however—to be ens 
quod and created therefore from nothing. There was a further 
influential a priori reason, perhaps in Descartes and certainly 
in later philosophers, taken from a theory of knowledge. Ac- 
cording to this argument, the only real things are those which, 
as the objects of mathematics, belong to a priori knowledge. 
The Greeks also used this argument, but for them it seems 
to have been secondary. . . . Among modern philosophers 
who agreed on Mechanicism as the basic philosophical tenet 
of their system, disputes later broke out with regard to the 
activity of bodies (which it seemed at first could be only 
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locomotive activity). The questions at issue were whether ac- 
tivity was to be admitted in general, and also whether, in 
addition to activity operating in collisions, other forms— 
with powers either of attracting or repelling—were necessary. 
But this debate is of secondary importance. 
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